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I N T RO D U CT I O N

P E LLE S N I C KA RS A N D PAT R I C K VO N D E RAU

A

not wear his trademark black mock turtleneck, it
was unmistakably Steve Jobs walking the red carpet at the Oscars in
2010, handsomely dressed in a tuxedo. Some bloggers spotted him;
tweets were sent out; and excitement echoed across Twitter. Eventually, some
pictures were taken, and even though Jobs might not be a celebrated actor,
Apple’s CEO definitively proved to have star qualities. Apart from media mogul Rupert Murdoch, he was likely the richest person in the audience and,
more importantly, at least for some, the most famous. Or as one blogger put
it: “OMG it’s Steve Jobs! I’m the only one yelling at him.”1
Jobs’s Hollywood “red-carpet moment” in many ways signaled a rupture
in the prevalent understanding of media culture, a shift nobody would have
expected only ten years earlier. Before then Apple was almost on the brink of
ruin, and it is arguably when Jobs returned to the company in 1997—after
being exiled for a decade—that Apple turned into a global icon of personal computing. Since then the company has cast something of a spell on
both consumers and investors with its unique reputation in the consumerelectronics industry, and it has cultivated a devoted customer base—a group
whom some would maliciously label the “Cult of Apple,” The company’s rise
to worldwide fame has in many ways been epitomized by the iPhone, and
since its launch, mobile telephony and home computing have moved to the
center of today’s globalized, branded entertainment industries.

C5870.indb 1

LT H O U G H H E D I D

1/30/12 1:24 PM

2

Introduction

Since its premiere in late June 2007, the iPhone has become not only the
fastest-selling smartphone of all time but also a significant symbol of change
in media engagement worldwide. Integrating communication and location
services with motion pictures, sound, music, text—and more than 350,000
software apps—Apple’s gadget has fulfilled the promise of an ever-expandable
mobile media machine. It constantly invites its users to consume, produce,
and share code; to connect and transmit; to talk and watch; to play and listen,
to choose and buy; to search and organize; to measure and store—and by doing so, to translate all these practices into media experiences.

Cultures, Technologies, and Marketing Practices
The iPhone (and the iPad) indeed point to a convergence of technologies,
cultures, and marketing practices that were previously deemed incommensurable. To begin with the last, Apple now rivals Hollywood in terms of average
marketing expenditures: its advertising costs in 2010 rose to about $700 million dollars, and the Apple brand had product placements in at least ten out
of the thirty-three number-one box office hits in the United States that year.
Apple also constantly leaves promotional traces in print and pixel through a
tight promotional symbiosis with news media in general and with tech blogs
and technology sections in the press in particular. Apple products had about
2,500 unpaid appearances in U.S. television during September 2010, for instance, and the iPhone has been mentioned in almost 5,000 articles in the
New York Times alone. It is with the appearance of its “Jesus phone,” then, that
the Apple brand seems to have become a phenomenon discussed globally in
terms of its makers’ infallibility, and some industry observers credit Apple
with having overtaken Google as the world’s most valuable brand in 2011.2
Apart from its advertising or branding practices, the iPhone is also symptomatic of the technologies that the entertainment industries have come to
depend on for the computers, consoles, and software that constitute their
infrastructural backbone. In a broader media-historical perspective, nothing
seems to have shaken up established Hollywood distribution models as much
as Apple’s idea of marrying the iPod to iTunes. When the iPod was launched
in 2001, it certainly was not the first MP3 player on the market, just as the
iPhone was not the first—or best—smartphone around. But by synchronizing iTunes with the iPod (and later the iPhone and iPad), Apple integrated
hard- and software in a way that would mark its shift into a global media
company. Once advertised as turning “your Mac into a nifty digital jukebox,”
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iTunes has over the years expanded to allegedly contain “everything you need
to be entertained.”3
Even though Apple’s technologies have turned out to be highly functional
for gaining control over music distribution through its iTunes store—which
today holds a market share of 70 percent of global online music sales—
Hollywood’s media conglomerates are still ambivalent about letting Apple
assume a similar role regarding film and television.4 There is no doubt, however, that with its vertical integration of hardware and software, Apple has
become strategically involved in the media-distribution business to the point
that Steve Jobs’s appearance on the Oscar red carpet prompted bloggers to
see him as sidestepping traditional Hollywood dealmakers, even claiming
that the industry “had now officially been taken over by the geeks”—Jobs:
“You make the content (or at least some of it), I’ll deliver it.”5 If Hollywood
(still mostly) deals in moving pictures, Apple is devoted to moving data.
Last but not least, if one considers the way the iPhone has affected culture
or, more precisely, the production and consumption of cultural meaning, the
circulating “texts” provided by the media industries, and the practices associated with their creation and experience, it might actually be design rather
than content that one thinks of. Design, in fact, not only superficially but also
substantially relates to the iPhone’s capacity to innovate cultural and creative
practices on a large, even global scale. Design establishes a correspondence
between the technology and the market, thus allowing the coordination—
within a single product like the iPhone—of different or even competing logics, ranging from questions about ways of using it (why buy it?), to actual
usage (what to do with it in a particular situation), to the object itself (is it
well made, functional, adaptive?).6 The amazement so often associated with
this device as a design object pertains to its capacity to fully answer these
questions.
As part of this effort, the invention of “apps” has been particularly powerful in its combination of software design and price modeling. Today, apps fill
Apple’s phone with strings of code and equip it with functionalities not even
imagined in the corporate headquarters at the product’s 2007 launch, redistributing content produced elsewhere and adding genuinely new meanings
to an object not originally conceived as a mobile platform for consumers to
download data in a standardized format. In Apple’s first iPhone TV commercials, for example, not a word was mentioned about “apps.” The early
advertisements, in fact, looked backward rather than forward, stating that
“there has never been an iPod that can do this.”7 Hence, while Apple’s understanding of the cultural logic of new forms of mobile computation was,
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at the time, as limited as anyone else’s, after ten billion downloads from its
App Store, accomplished in January 2011, the iPhone software platform has
become “the most innovative in the history of computing.”8
Still, since technology has increasingly turned into an integral part of
both distributing and creating content, and since deals and partnerships that
get that content onto different devices are crucial for companies operating
in today’s mediascape, Apple’s rigorous regulation of access to content has
prompted considerable objections. The criticism is not confined to the App
Store’s rigid terms of business but arguably pertains more to the company’s
latest corporate move to control and master cloud-based media solutions.
Analogous to the long-promised celestial jukebox, cloud computing promises users free storage and automatic synchronization for all their media
content. The possibility of accessing iCloud from any Internet-connected
device certainly holds rich potential for digital multiplatform distribution,
with the “app editions” of Warner Bros. films such as Inception (2010) and
The Dark Knight (2008) forming a pertinent example of integrating feature
film into online streaming services and social-networking sites. However,
given Apple’s competitive edge over companies such as Amazon and Google,
which have introduced similar services, and given its ready consumer base of
more than 200 million iTunes users, questions about its new market power
still have to be explored.9 How might iCloud services affect the production,
distribution, and experience of media, and what challenges can we expect
regarding media ownership, ecology, and, most importantly, the regulatory
policies of the future? Moving slowly but steadily toward a regulated media
environment based on device control and a tightened hold on payment for
and delivery of content, Apple has begun to be seen as something of a tech
bully. This criticism can be expected to increase given that Apple shot past
Microsoft in May 2010, as measured by the value of its stock, to become the
world’s most valuable technology company. As one blogger put it, “neither
Hollywood nor the music industry wants a walled garden ecosystem that
doesn’t play well (or at all) with non-Apple devices.”10

A History of Possibilities
In order to come to terms with Apple’s iPhone, it is important to consider
the dynamic intersection among these marketing, technological, and cultural
forces. Despite the iPhone’s economic success, elegance, and “revolutionary”
newness, the question still remains how and why to engage in studying the
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iPhone as a media object in the first place. In their seminal book, Digital
Play: The Interaction of Technology, Culture, and Marketing, Stephen Kline,
Nick Dyer-Whiteford, and Greig de Peuter suggest investigating this interdependent dynamic of technology, culture, and marketing efforts as propelling
the “circuit of capital” and growth in information capitalism. The political
economy of media provides a critical but fairly general perspective on the
iPhone as an “ideal-type commodity form,” one that reflects the social organization of capitalism at its present moment.11 Recent ventures into the field
of media-industry analysis have testified to the productivity of this critical
tradition.12 Focusing solely on the iPhone “moment” in the media history
of consumer capitalism, however, also introduces a number of fallacies that
obscure—rather than clarify—what seems to be at stake. To favor the emergent and the immediate at the expense of the old and the contingent, or of
failures and devaluation, often leads to a skewed picture of innovation processes and of media history generally, and potentially even to a fetishization
of branded consumer products, which the iPhone epitomizes.
Archeological sensitivity is thus needed to unearth the wider network of
technologies, discourses, and cultural practices within which the iPhone appeared, and also the detours, dead ends, and abandoned and discarded models that accompanied or preceded its rise to fame. Consider, for instance, how
the American journalist Robert Thompson Sloss (1872–1920) in 1908 envisioned the future of mobile media in his contribution to the German book
Die Welt in hundert Jahren. One century before the iPhone was launched,
Sloss rightly predicted the advent of a “wireless century” marked by the availability of “pocket phones” that would allow instant and worldwide connections between individuals or even groups, for personal conversations from
the North Pole as much as for conference calls to New York City; for transmitting sounds and music, moving images, and written documents; and even
for making bank payments.13 Although Sloss erred in stating that the mobile
phone would drastically diminish criminality, he correctly identified its role as
a medium of surveillance and news reporting in situations of crisis and political change. Somewhat unique in their precision, his observations still have to
be seen as part of a much broader discourse of the imaginary, as one example
of a sense of anticipation informing the history of ideas and technological tryouts on which our present understanding of “new media” is founded.14 Following the development of photography (1810s), telegraphy (1830s), the telephone (1876), the phonograph (1877), moving pictures (1880s), and wireless
telegraphy (1895), the “liveness” of simultaneity had become an experience
and an object of experimentation by the late nineteenth century. Crystalliz-
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ing around ideas of mobile televisuality, as exemplified in Sloss’s 1908 vision
of a pocket wireless, this cultural imagination took form in endless patents
and variants before “smartphoning” developed as its current cultural practice.
For evidence of the arbitrariness of the trajectories that led to the present,
one might point to early plans for videophone systems such as the (never
realized) telectroscope in 1877, for instance, or to the close interrelation of
transportation, music listening, and wireless (radio) communication since
the 1920s or to the attempts to develop portable electronic devices to increase
workplace efficiency in the 1990s.15 To stick to this last point, it was with
the “Palm-Pilot,” the first generation of handheld digital assistants, that the
notion of “palms” entered the vernacular as a synonym for such devices. Research in Motion released its iPhone variant, the Blackberry, in 2002, and as
one of the first convergent mobile gadgets it instantly became popular within
the marketplace by concentrating on e-mail functionality for the business sector. As with other smartphones, the BlackBerry surfed the Web, yet its small
screen size and lack of a multitouch display made it a weak competitor after
the introduction of the iPhone.16 Today, RIM and its BlackBerry still hold a
15 percent share of worldwide smartphone sales, yet even with a constant line
of new models, the company has not come close to matching the cultural
impact of the iPhone. One key reason is that Apple has been aiming its smartphone toward the individual user rather than enterprise sales—though this is
not to say that Apple is all about “communicative capitalism,” to invoke Jodi
Dean’s suggestive term.17
Situating the iPhone within this wider history of possibilities allows distance from the spectacle of innovation and the “mise-en-scène of advertising”
that characterize the current view on transient media.18 Today, one may easily
tap into the truism of convergence by declaring the iPhone to be the “universal remote” for all sorts of available media content,19 thus reducing media
change to techno-teleologies and downplaying the wildly divergent meanings that the iPhone or any other medium might take on, depending on the
contexts of its use. But even if one is sensitive to the political dimension of the
iPhone’s uses and to the ways “its presence activates and embodies a variety
of heterogenous forces within and around a space,”20 the question remains
how to address or, rather, how to nail down this particular device analytically,
given its slippery, hybrid, ever-changing nature. Is this about mobile communication, smartphones, or the impact of a global brand on the entertainment
sector? Or rather about innovative forms and formats and the platforms by
which they are disseminated and made part of everyday practices? Or, again,
about a medium and the way it regulates access to apps, music, games, vid-
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eos, people, and media practices? And then, of course, there is not one single
iPhone but rather four consecutive models so far, with a constantly modified
opertaing system. So, what, indeed, are we talking about?

A Focus on Protocols
A frequently suggested solution to this problem, linked to the analysis of
current media industries, consists in adopting the logic and terminology of
industrial strategizing while maintaining an interest in, or possibly nostalgia
for, the “cultural” and “social” aspects of media-commodification processes.
Henry Jenkins famously introduced “transmedia” as a key term to label industrial practices associated with media convergence, and the term has been
readily taken up by industry professionals and academics alike because of its
capacity to describe (and legitimize) industrial phenomena such as franchising, synergies, and product-line extensions, mainly by pointing out the relation to what storytelling, meaning making, and affective experiences seem to
require. In a similar vein, Frank Rose’s book The Art of Immersion argues that
the Web is changing storytelling by addressing the way users are media—an
approach that would be easily adaptable for the iPhone experience.21 As productive as these and related accounts may be, replicating the logic of industrial
planning and the rationalist agenda on which it is based often oversimplifies
the contradictory and complex character of media change. While it is without
any doubt vital to keep up with and study new industrial phenomena, it also
seems key to adopt a different attitude to our particular object of study.
Grounded in the lived experience of our mediated everyday, this book
investigates the iPhone as a media dispositif or apparatus: as emblematizing a
radical shift in the relationships among the technological affordances, modes
of address, and subject positions that once marked such “old media” as television or cinema.22 Rather than retelling a story of unprecedented industrial
innovation, this book sets out to critically scrutinize the iPhone as a media
dispositif that is associated with specific technologies and with concrete protocols orienting its use. As Lisa Gitelman notes, the success of all media relies
on our “inattention or ‘blindness’ to the media technologies themselves (and
all of their supporting protocols) in favor of attention to the phenomena, ‘the
content’, that they represent for users’ edification and enjoyment. . . . When
media are new, they offer a look into the different ways that their jobs get
constructed as such.”23 One of the many aspects that make the iPhone such
an interesting object of study is its capability to turn its “job” immediately
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into a blind spot, making us forget about Apple’s intricate commercial and
technological infrastructure by the way it offers play and recreation when
we are just about to make—and pay for—a phone call. In fact, while traditional mobile-phone use has been one of the iPhone’s weakest features, with
dropped calls (and accidentally dropped phones) widely reported, Apple’s
smartphone offers a vast new potential for control technologies. On the one
hand, this relates to “control” and “technology” in a narrow sense, as exemplified by the iPhone’s hidden location tracker—discovered in spring 2011
by Alasdair Allan and Pete Warden—or by independently developed locative social-media apps for the iPhone such as Foursquare, BrightKite, Google
Latitude, Whrrrl, or Loopt, which function as what Alice E. Marwick has described in terms of “prescriptive social software”: “applications that encourage particular social behaviors and provide very clear rewards for behaving in
the ‘right’ way.”24 On the other hand, “control” also pertains more broadly,
and less negatively, to the study of media technology and protocols accompanying large societal transformations and the crises that occasionally follow.
What the invention of photography, telegraphy, or the telephone meant for
solving the crisis of control brought about by nineteenth-century advances in
heavy industry, one might argue, the mobile Internet and the iPhone mean
for today’s advances in the media industries and for the “creative classes” on
whose existence these industries’ current growth relies.25
If there is a one common theoretical interest in the contributions collected in this book, it is in studying the various protocols associated with the
iPhone’s technological form. Gitelman’s notion of “protocol” refers to the
concrete arrangement of heterogeneous elements framing and expressing a
variety of social, economic, and material relationships.26 In the case of the
iPhone, protocols include the aforementioned default conditions, normative
rules, and control functionalities gathering around what specifies the iPhone
technologically. The analysis of iPhone protocols also entails descriptions of
its diverse forms of use (such as self-locating activities) and may even include
billing cycles (famously illustrated by YouTube character iJustine of the viral
video comedian Justine Erziak in her clip about the “300 page iPhone bill”).27
Studying protocols at least implies a closer look at the iPhone’s technical protocols: the cellular, digital, and high-speed IP data networks without which
today’s mobile media would not be possible and the carriers operating those
networks.
In fact, if the more than 70 million units sold since 2007 position the
iPhone as the most central information technology of the last decade, its centrality also comes from its impact on mobile carriers. One crucial aspect of
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the device—that is, compared with other smartphones on the market—is the
way it has altered the relation between phone manufacturers and carriers, at
least in the United States. Without losing control over design, manufacturing, or marketing, Apple in early 2007 was able to negotiate a significant deal
with AT&T. This was unusual since wireless carriers had traditionally treated
phone manufacturers “like serfs,” as Wired put it. The iPhone changed the
balance of power: carriers were suddenly “learning that the right phone—
even a pricey one—[could] win customers and bring in revenue.”28
Hence, studying the iPhone means not only paying attention to its technological form and modes of use but also describing the ways this particular
device hooks up to different networks, be they mobile or wifi. The iPhone
has become the prototype of the constantly connected gadget, and together
with the iPod Touch and the iPad it forms part of the ubiquitous computing
continuum. In general, smartphone sales have grown five times faster than
those of personal computers in recent years, although smartphone platforms
account for less than 20 percent of all mobile handsets shipped globally. Industry observers predict that 2012 will be the year when the mobile becomes
the new default for the tech industry. Carriers thus have a natural interest in
getting a share of the increasing revenue, and they supposedly will because
mobile data continue to grow at an exhilarating pace. According to some estimates, by 2015 there will be more than five billion smartphones and tablets
connected to various mobile networks.29
At the same time, the liaison between Apple and AT&T has not been unproblematic. Thanks to this alliance, AT&T effectively has outperformed
competitors such as T-Mobile USA, which lost 390,000 contract customers
in 2010 because of its inability to sell the iPhone. At the time of this writing
it is being sold to AT&T, further strengthening the latter’s monolithic market
power.30 AT&T’s rise has occurred despite enduring network quality issues,
failed preorders, and security leaks, which have contributed to its image as
the “BP of cellphone carriers.”31 U.S. iPhone customers have long envied Europeans, who have been able to choose among many different carriers, and
if the iPhone 4 has become Apple’s most successful phone introduction so
far, it was hardly because of AT&T’s service. Consequently, in early 2011 Apple began to offer the iPhone 4 via Verizon Wireless, prompting what some
would call a “U.S. iPhone war” between the two networks.32
In addition, for all of its success in the mobile smartphone business, the
Apple iOS has lately been surpassed by other mobile operating systems.
Americans are now buying more Android mobiles than iPhones—mainly because there are so many models using the latter operating system. The current
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and rapidly changing market positions of iOS, Android, and Windows Mobile will likely give open standards an advantage in the future. Some bloggers
have even suggested that Apple’s current leadership in the smartphone (and
tablet) market may erode because the company no longer pays enough attention to the Mac. Apple might lose out on the smartphone market, especially
to Android, because it abandoned an open-source approach. Major components of the Mac OSX, including the UNIX core, are open source, which is
not the case with the mobile iOS. And the open-source software community’s
immense pool of developers is, naturally, an advantage for all open mobile
operating systems. The same goes for apps. Android’s Market now has more
than 100,000 apps and will soon numerically overtake the App Store because
of the vast number of developers. Still, as a number of commentators have
remarked, paid “quality apps” in Android’s Market are scarce, and while the
App Store is generating billions for developers, hardly anybody is getting rich
in the Android Market.33

Disciplinary Frameworks
Whatever future economic developments may bring, the iPhone remains a
cultural and technological prototype worthy of study in its own right. No
other mobile phone has approached the iPhone’s sociocultural impact or
demonstrated the extent to which mobile technology shapes and alters media
culture. Focusing on one specific mobile gadget such as the iPhone runs counter to earlier mobile-technology studies, which in most cases adopt broader
perspectives—with only a few exceptional case studies, notably on Nokia.
For instance, Richard Ling’s The Mobile Connection opens a vivid panorama
on the cell phone’s “impact on society.”34 However, studies of mobile technology have mostly been concerned with the general rather than the particular,
speculating on the consequences of mobile communication for our everyday
lives, teenage text messaging behavior, or new forms of coordinated communication and accessibility, to give just a few examples. In addition, before
2005 mobile studies did not pay much attention to the media dimension of
cell phones. But as these devices started to become more sophisticated, integrating the features of an Internet-enabled personal digital assistant with that
of a mobile phone, a camera, and a portable media player, scholarly interests
naturally shifted toward issues of mediality. For instance, in his pioneering
study Cell Phone Culture (2006), Gerard Goggin reflected about “the grow-
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ing cultural importance of mobile technologies” and the new status of cell
phones as “mobile media.” Goggin’s book was published before the launch
of the iPhone, yet many of his insights were spot on, stressing the centrality
of cell phones “for media today and in the near future.”35 The present volume
can, in fact, be seen as taking of where the Goggin’s book ended. Then again,
this book is less concerned with mobile technology studies. The essays in this
collection take up not only the way moving pictures have turned into moving
data, or the way data are moving with and via new mobile media, but also
the various ways we are addressed, organized, and moved around by all the
concrete protocols launched with Apple’s first phone a few years ago.
Despite its topical subject matter, the basic rationale of Moving Data is
not the ambition to lay the grounds for yet another subdisciplinary label, an
ambition whose productivity has been suggested by “mobile studies,” “offscreen studies,” or “transmedia studies,” to name just three recent examples.36
In turning from moving pictures to moving data, we do not need to reinvent
our field of inquiry. Media studies offers a disciplinary framework for this
collection of articles less in the sense that its contributions directly refer to
notions of textuality, histories of production, and the televisual or cinematic
experience—although some articles explicitly do so. Rather, the contributions to this book employ interests and issues brought up within the interdisciplinary media-studies tradition over the course of almost a hundred years,
including institutions and practices, art and agency, and policies and politics.
If we agree that media studies has never been a discipline in the strict sense of
the word but rather has formed part of a transdisciplinary field of inquiry funneled by conceptual crossbreeding and constantly changing objects of study,
then this book testifies to the ongoing vitality of this field.37
The studies of the media industry collected in this book extend more traditional analyses of film and television in three different ways. First, they put
humanities-based research in dialogue with the social sciences, most notably
sociology, anthropology, and economics. Second, the essays here go beyond
traditional textual analysis or industrial history by engaging in a dialogue
with practitioners working in the field and by attempting to explain industrial processes as they occur—that is, not only in retrospect. Third, analysis
of Apple and the media industries more generally, as something worthwhile
in itself, accommodates the interests of an increasingly media-savvy public
while critically distinguishing itself from the promotional agenda and descriptive methods of journalism.38 One might argue that these attempts to
move beyond traditional media scholarship form a necessary response to key
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challenges within our field. Thus, the present book is also a follow-up to our
previous jointly edited collection, The YouTube Reader (2009), which confronted similar challenges by focusing on Apple’s archrival, Google.

About This Book
Returning to Steve Jobs’s 2010 Oscar appearance, one indeed may wonder
about the shifting alliances and the patterns of ownership and control linking and separating Apple, Google, and Hollywood. Having become Disney’s
largest individual shareholder, a member of Disney’s board of directors, and
a representative for Pixar, Steve Jobs arguably stood for an entirely different
relationship with Hollywood than Google—and it has to be seen how this
position will be maintained or be renegotiated following his untimely death
on 5 October 2011. Both Apple and Google are essentially in the distribution business and have made the Internet a default option for their corporate strategies. YouTube, which Google owns, and the iPhone are net-based
platforms to disseminate user-generated content of various kinds, with the
former originally marketed as a “killer app” for the latter. But the responses of
Hollywood and Madison Avenue to the two companies’ endeavors have been
almost antithetic. At the same time, as suggested earlier, Apple and Google
have become fierce competitors on the smartphone market, with some bloggers predicting in 2011 that Google’s freely distributed Android OS will erase
the iPhone’s once enormous lead. Whatever the outcome, the dynamics of
this competition certainly are one reason that mobiles have become key to the
future of media entertainment.
Yet what do today’s embodied experiences of movement (and movies),
the constant movement of data between multiple platforms, and the dynamic
personalization of media actually imply? To what extent are the haptic pleasures of a gesture-based interface and a 3.5-inch display with touch controls
challenging conventional notions of media usage and experience? How are
ideas about user-led innovation, collaborative mapping, or creative empowerment to be understood and reconciled, if at all, with techniques of mobile
surveillance, personal rights, and prescriptive social software? What about
the economy of the App Store and the perceived “crisis of choice” in the
digital era? Finally, in what ways might studying the iPhone contribute to the
analysis of digital media, the history or philosophy of media technology, or a
theoretical understanding of media as data? Addressing these and other questions, this book contains a mix of critical and conceptual articles exploring the

C5870.indb 12

1/30/12 1:24 PM

Introduction

13

iPhone as a technological prototype, a platform of media productivity, and as
a part of media life.
The book has been organized into four main sections. “Data Archaeologies” follows Charles Acland’s skeptical insight that all cultural analysis of
media has to forgo a fetishization of “the conjectural at the expense of the
organic” by opening media-archaeological perspectives on the iPhone.39 Deessentializing the media object and situating it into a historical and comparative perspective, the articles in this section trace the “iPhone experience”
across practices as diverse as visiting a cinema or an art exhibition. “Politics
of Redistribution,” in turn, focuses the iPhone as an “ideal-type commodity form” and, more specifically, on the various attempts and negotiations
related to distributing audiovisual content over Apple’s mobile gadgets. The
third section, “The App Revolution,” follows Barbara Flueckiger’s interest in
the “technobole”—a term borrowed from Frank Beau—that is, in analyses of
technology that ultimately aims at understanding its position in culture and
society. Hyped as revolutionary per se, Apple’s apps require a particularly
careful consideration of their practical, personal, and not the least political
“applications.” “Mobile Lives,” finally, ventures into what Lane De Nicola in
his contribution accurately calls “dark culture”: the section investigates the
omnipresent phenomena of our mediated everyday, otherwise mostly invisible to observation—from learning practices over the aesthetics of displays
to the politics of end-user licensing agreements. The volume ends with a polemical piece of cultural criticism provided by sociologist Dalton Conley.
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With Eyes, With Hands
The Relocation of Cinema Into the iPhone

F RA N C ES C O CAS ETT I A N D SA RA SA M P I ET RO

A

known, the digital revolution has resulted in the overlapping
and mingling of media. We now read the newspaper on our computers,
listen to music on our telephones, and have been watching films on our
televisions for a long time now. Yet, contrary to expectations, the landscape
that is born of these phenomena is neither chaotic nor amorphous, for if it is
true that media are no longer tied to an exclusive platform or technology, it
is also true that they continue to possess their own identities. The newspaper,
the radio, and the cinema retain their identities even as they assume new
guises. On what does their ability to survive depend? What allows them to
remain themselves regardless of their migration?
One commonly held opinion is that media enjoy a certain continuity because their new platforms are capable of “translating” or “absorbing” traditional apparatuses. The concepts of “recoding” and “remediation” advanced,
respectively, by Lev Manovich and Jay Bolter and Richard Grusin,1 lead in
this direction. Ours is a different hypothesis and in some respects a more
radical one: media survive because a type of experience that characterizes them
survives.
The newspaper, the radio, and the cinema have refined certain ways of
addressing the spectator and therefore of activating her senses, nourishing
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her knowledge, extracting her needs, and modeling her actions. The news
narrates reality as a continuous event, thus appealing to our desire to be informed and our need to feel connected to things. Radio programs transform
the environment into an aural flow and ask us to open our ears and trust
in an unseen voice. The cinema restores to us the world as it exists, and it
simultaneously constructs a new one. In doing so, it urges us to link the real
to the possible. The media experience is the experience that media offer of
themselves as well as the experience that, via themselves, they offer to the
world. Wherever we follow the totality of events via words in the form of
news, wherever there reaches us an aural flow guided by a voice and emitted
by a speaker, wherever visual images in movement blend the real and the possible, fact and narration: it is there that we find, in some form, the newspaper,
the radio, and the cinema. The particular technology that places us in this
position is significant, but it is not decisive. Media have liberated themselves
from their old devices, and they have acquired greater independence. What is
important is that their particular ways of presenting content and presenting
themselves—or, better yet, of giving life and of living—persist. In short, what
assures their continuity are the ways in which they make us open our eyes,
our ears, and our minds—ways that have been elaborated over time and by
now have become distinctive characteristics for each medium. Each medium
survives insofar as its way of involving us survives.
We will use the term “relocation” to denote the process through which a
media experience reactivates itself and offers itself elsewhere with respect to
where it originated, via different devices and in other environments.2 Relocation involves repetition: at its foundation, in fact, there is something that
returns, that multiplies itself, that makes itself more available to the point
of stripping itself of its exclusivity, if not of its uniqueness. This follows the
trajectory that Walter Benjamin described in detail in his analysis of the technical reproducibility of works of arts.3 However, relocation does not entail
the reproducibility of artworks or texts as much as it does the reproducibility
of the experience: what is multiplied is the possibility of living a situation in
contact with a medium outside of its traditional conditions.
Concurrently, relocation involves a transfer, and as a result of this shift,
what seemed to pertain exclusively to one field implants itself elsewhere: it
emigrates toward new territories, it conquers new spaces. We recognize here
the logic of flows—of people, goods, money, ideas, and discourses—which
Arjun Appadurai has recently characterized as one of the central characteristics of a globalized world.4 However, relocation demonstrates that media
are not merely “highways” that facilitate these flows: they are also ambits
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within which certain sensibilities are heightened and which, in turn, can
be transferred into other contexts. Media are “worlds” that can be shifted
elsewhere.
Therefore, we have a repetition and a transfer: a flourishing of copies and
a settlement in a new territory. It is along these lines that relocation converses
with those processes of convergence that signal the new media landscape—
and the emerging media cultures.5

Filmic Vision in Movement: A Paradox and Two Conditions
Let us try to understand whether, and to what extent, the filmic experience is
able to relocate to devices such as the iPhone. Seemingly, the individual and
mobile mode of vision that characterize the iPhone is the exact opposite of
the collective and immobile vision that cinema adopted from the time of its
birth. The rise of cinema at the end of nineteenth century created a clear-cut
opposition between, on the one hand, spectacles based on fixed images and
spectators free to move in space according to an individual route, as is the
case with the panorama and the museum, and, on the other hand, spectacles
based on mobile images (or at least almost mobile) and fixed spectators, gathered together in an audience in front of the screen, as in the theater or the
magic lantern.6 Cinema’s inclusion in the latter group inevitably led to the
characterization of the first group as noncinematic.
Nevertheless, in today’s panorama of new media two conditions seem to
emerge that render this opposition less radical. The first is the possibility of
constructing “existential bubbles” that allow the subject to create an individual space even within collective environments. When using a medium in
public situations, one often surrounds oneself with invisible barriers that offer refuge, even though one continues to feel open to the gazes of others. This
situation is not dissimilar from that of the traditional movie theater, in which
one slips from a collective encounter to individual attention to the film: in
the first moment one confronts the surrounding public; in the second moment one enters into intimacy with what is represented on the screen.7 The
mobile cinematic spectator reactivates this situation. On the one hand, he is
completely exposed to the surrounding environment; on the other hand, he
suspends the reality that surrounds him when he turns his attention to the
film offered to him by the device he has in hand and in so doing constructs
a “bubble” in which he recuperates a direct relationship with the images on
the screen. The reality surrounding such a spectator obliges him to engage in
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multitasking, but the institution of this “bubble” allows him to ideally replicate the spatial structure that characterizes the movie theater, even in open
and practicable environments.
The second new condition is directly linked to the logic of convergence.
The concentration of media on new devices may follow roundabout routes,
employing other media as intermediate steps. This is the case, for instance,
of the mobile spectator who watches a film: what she sees does not issue
from the movie theater; rather, it is mediated by the television or the computer. This is evident at the level of provider; especially in Europe, and despite the ever-growing diffusion of applications such as Netflix and Hulu, the
filmic material accessible on a mobile phone is usually taken from a television
broadcast or from YouTube. This is also the case with regard to modes of
consumption: a spectator may activate a style of vision that he learned by using the computer or watching television. Therefore, mobile media can host
stationary media such as cinema because the latter is preadapted to the mobile
situation, so to speak, thanks to a previous shift. A film “lands” on a mobile
phone after a two-phase journey: it needs the intermediate stopover in order
to arrive securely in its new media environment.
These two aspects, which we shall call the “bubble condition” and the
“two-step condition,” are crucial for understanding the relocation of the
filmic experience on devices such as the mobile phone, the tablet, the laptop,
and so on. They emerge clearly from an ethnographic study conducted in
preparation for this essay, and they represent two partly original findings.8
Now we shall examine them better within the framework of the experience
of iPhone users.

The iPhone: Distinctive Characteristics
The first trait that emerged from our ethnographic study is the tendency of
iPhone users to consider this media platform to be an advanced solution to
the process of convergence. In particular, users perceived the iPhone, on a
purely technological level, to be a device capable of guaranteeing a great range
of uses: “You can use the internet on other cell phones, too, but you don’t,
because it’s unwieldy in the end (m, 27).” But the iPhone is also perceived as a
perfect meeting point between realities such as Google, Facebook, YouTube,
Skype, Flicker, and so on: it allows one to bundle within a single instrument
one’s entire referential universe: “Everything that’s hot now” (f, 25); “You
have everything there. You really don’t need anything else” (f, 33). Finally,
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various expressive forms cohabitate and intermingle within the iPhone.9 So,
for example, cinematic or television products become videogames, creating a
path of consumption that is highly performative and involving.10
A second notion accompanies that of the ability to interpret media convergence: the idea that the iPhone possesses its own identity. This identity
rises from its origin in the world of Apple: “As soon as someone who already
knows Apple sees an iPhone, he knows that it is part of that family” (m, 27).
Apple in particular has tried to do away with the appendices (the keyboard,
buttons, stylus, etc.) in favor of their integration within the operating system: “What wins you over is the extreme cleanliness of the whole thing: the
fact that it is all within one screen” (m, 29). The display therefore becomes
the quasi-exclusive reference for interaction with the user, making explicit
its double nature as screen and monitor. What we have here is both a visual
device and an interactive interface,11 a surface that mobilizes the eye as well
as the hand: “At first it seems a little difficult, it confuses you . . . it’s difficult
to write or to page through photos; but then you realize that it’s perfect, that
it works” (f, 30); “The cell phone, the computer, the GPS, the agenda, it’s all
there . . . and that’s not bad” (f, 25).
These first two aspects of the iPhone—its being a strong response to convergence and its being an identifiable device—shed light on how two-step relocation can get a footing. In fact, the iPhone has integrated within itself functionalities of other media, and, at the same time, it presents itself as the site
of an intense and valuable experience: a true point of arrival with respect to
the migration that cinema engaged in once it left its original environment: “It
does things that others do—it incorporates lots of functions that are trendy
right now—but once you have it in your hand, it seems like a completely different thing from all the others” (m, 35).
Alongside these two characteristics of the iPhone, others emerge with
similar force. The first is the device’s ability to place the user in the position of
managing, in an autonomous and personalized manner, her own consumption practices, in terms of both content and function.12 The user derives a
sense of reassurance from this. The iPhone adapts to the contingent situations that characterize the day-to-day, and, at the same time, it offers solutions to individual choices: “If you, who manage everything, who decide
what to do . . . you have many possibilities and you can choose one every
time” (f, 33).
In addition to being a flexible device, the iPhone seems to also be “tidy”
and “preorganized”: it is not easy for the user to have the impression of being lost:
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It’s assuring to know that if any doubt arises I can always check the internet.
(f, 30)
And there’s a ton of things that, at the beginning you say, “these are totally
useless,” which later you find yourself using . . . for example, I used the
iPhone level app for the shelves I just put up at home.
(m, 35)
Even if you’re not someone who is addicted to the iPhone, you’re able to
do everything no problem, and it’s even tough to do any damage.
(m, 35)

This combination of flexibility and order is of fundamental importance when
one considers that the iPhone is called upon to interact constantly with various environments—more or less dispersive and chaotic in nature—and then
supply adequate responses. Within this framework the platform is asked to
“tame the public sphere”:13 it becomes a “mobile home,” a “home away from
home” for the re-creation of a sense of intimacy, meditation, and familiarity
within a strange and often hostile space.14 The iPhone succeeds well enough
at responding to these exigencies by helping the user isolate himself from the
surrounding context through the sizable dimensions of its screen, the high
graphic and acoustic quality of its playback, the considerable attractiveness of
most of its applications, and the participation it requires of the user:
The visuals are beautiful and clear . . . it doesn’t seem like a cell phone—you
watch it gladly.
(m, 27)
Watching movies on the train is also a way of passing the time; if you don’t,
you end up staring out the window for hours, and you get bored.
(f, 30)
You can stick yourself in a corner of the train with your headphones on:
this way you’re a little protected.
(f, 25).

All of this allows us to consider the iPhone as a device that is particularly
adept at constructing an “existential bubble” in which the spectator can find
refuge while remaining exposed to the surrounding environment. It projects
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around itself an environment in which the distinctions tend to blur between
work time and free time, between public time and private time, between public space and domestic space, between diversion-related consumption and
work-related consumption.15 However, it also allows its user to take control
of all the aforementioned situations and gather them up in one single, personalized area—in a bubble.

Cinema and Video on the iPhone: The Mediation of YouTube
We have discussed the manner in which the iPhone opens itself up to a twostep relocation. But who filters the arrival of the video content? Through
which intermediate steps does the content pass before arriving on the display
screen? The iPhone allows for an array of access possibilities: podcasts, online
streaming, files transferred from a PC, purchasing content from the iTunes
store. However, what emerges above all is its connection with YouTube: it is
thanks to YouTube that the iPhone can become a point toward which audiovisual and filmic experiences emigrate.
This connection between iPhone and YouTube rests primarily on the presence of a specific application.16 The result is that the two realities seem to
meld perfectly:
[YouTube] seems to have been created just for the iPhone; you have all
your videos there, and you click on the one you want to see.
(m, 29).
If I try to transfer a video onto my iPhone from my PC I go crazy; but,
seeing as how you can get access directly to YouTube, it makes no sense to
go crazy.
(m, 27)
Free, easy . . . I practically only watch videos [on my iPhone].
(f, 30)

Furthermore, the access to audiovisual material via YouTube allows the user
to avoid the constraints that characterize other channels. For the most part
these constraints are technical (for example, the need to recode audiovisual
content into the principle digital formats in order to make them usable on
the iPhone, or the lack of Flash), distributional (the limited availability of cin-
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ematographic and serial content on the Italian iTunes store), and economic
(the cost of content on the iTunes store). It is true that the in recent months
the availability of new applications and services (e.g., Netflix) mitigates these
obstacles, but YouTube continues to be a point of reference for the circulation
of audiovisual content.17 The effect is that YouTube becomes the cinematic
archive par excellence. It is worth adding, however, that this two-stage relocation exacts a price from an experiential point of view. First of all, the content
that YouTube supplies has by now absorbed many of its characteristics: texts
are fragmented, reduced to pill-size doses, ready to be consumed with an
often ludic and ironic approach. Here, cinema has, in part, un-cinemacized
itself.
YouTube also can be called upon both to recuperate content and to respond to environmental needs: consumption can be content oriented as well
as context oriented. In the case of the former, the search originates from the
desire to consume something specific—in our case, cinema—and in the case
of the latter, one arrives at cinema from a different starting point—in particular, from elements linked to the circumstances of vision, such as the need to
gather information, the pleasure of distraction, the desire to share specific
content with others, and so on. Hence, a twofold effect: we have the creation of additional detours and mediations, but we also have the possibility
of “finding” cinema even without necessarily having “searched” for it. This is
precisely what happens when one uses the iPhone in order to furnish the environment, so to speak, resulting in a valorization of it nonetheless: “You see
kids around—at the park, on the subway—who, in order to have fun and call
attention to themselves, turn on videos and play them at high volume” (f, 25).

Practices of Appropriation
Let us analyze in depth the second condition that the iPhone seems to bring
about: the construction of existential bubbles. YouTube proves useful at allowing subjects to create for themselves a dedicated and protected space in which
to enjoy the filmic experience. In fact, it offers to the spectator a continuous flow of content, organized according to consequential associative chains.
The passage from one video to another becomes immediate, stimulating, and
in some ways “surprising” because it plays on the interpenetration between
push-and-pull logic. On the one hand, the user is won over by the possibility
of being able to autonomously access video material; on the other hand, she
can abandon herself to the pleasure of various stimuli according to continu-
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ous associations, set off by her initial definition of relevance. This makes possible the creation of existential bubbles that have fragile walls that are easily
perforated by the weight of external stimuli but are also easy to reconstruct.
The degree of closure and impermeability of the existential bubbles is
strictly tied to the practices of appropriation of the audiovisual text. In particular, we may identify an epidermal experience, a multifocalized experience,
and an intimate experience. The epidermal experience is associated with a
“mobile and inattentive gaze, bored and fickle”: essentially, this is a capricious manner of viewing.18 The audiovisual becomes an object of distraction,
which establishes a discontinuous and frivolous relationship with the spectator, who catches fragments of the texts, individual lines and images. In this
case, the subject seems not to be particularly involved in the content, to the
point of falling often into “bulimic” behavior patterns, resulting in quick and
continuous jumps from one video to another: “One after another: you don’t
even watch them till the end” (f, 25). Accompanying this lack of involvement,
however, is a high level of interaction with the device: the subject continues
to act on the screen in search of pleasing content. This interaction with the
apparatus seems to constitute one of the most attractive and fundamental
aspects of this mode of utilization, often more relevant even than the appeal
of the content itself: “You do it to play around a bit: I like playing with the
screen” (m, 27).
The experience of multifocalized vision consists of “an attentive yet dispersive gaze, which does not concentrate on a single object, but devotes its
attention impartially to various elements.”19 It is a mode of vision that dismantles hierarchies. Its center lies not with the audiovisual, or, better put, the
audiovisual is not its only center. The act of vision is intertwined with a wide
array of other activities (e.g., chatting with others nearby or monitoring the
surrounding environment): “It drives my girlfriend crazy, but just because
I’m watching a video doesn’t mean I can’t also be listening to her” (m, 29).
Finally, there is the intimate experience, “an experience centered on the
screen, and characterized by an exclusive relationship with the text,”20 or, in
the case of YouTube, with the series of texts encountered and watched along
the way. This experience of vision may develop into pure contemplation—an
abandonment of oneself to the flow of video and stimuli proposed by the
system—or into performance—a desire to act directly on the device in order
to access the requested contents in line with one’s own expectations: “I go in
search of what interests me, period . . . not like those people who sit there for
hours just wasting time” (f, 30); “I can also get fixated on YouTube, starting
out by searching for my favorite singers’ concerts, then from those to others’
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concerts, and I end up spending hours on it without realizing it” (m, 27).
The contemplative and the performative nature of this vision refers back to
a common matrix: the search for intimacy with the text and with the entire
act of engagement with it, which can pass “through an abandoning of oneself
to its suggestions . . . or through its appropriations and transformations.”21
These three types of experience—epidermal, multifocalized, and intimate—create three types of experiential bubbles, endowed with different
levels of resistance, duration, and strength. The epidermal bubble is created
from the physical relationship with the device more so than from a relationship with the content: it is a bubble constructed around a certain “doing.”
The multifocalized bubble appears in all its ephemerality: it is constructed
out of contingency. The intimate bubble presents itself as a strong reality: the
spectator succeeds in effectively isolating herself from her context within it.
Bubbles also depend on the fact that they are either constructed around an
individual vision or include various individuals. In the first case, the “quality”
of the bubble is contingent upon the ability of the apparatus to respond to
the user’s requests and on the ability of the images to capture and hold the
user’s interest. In the case of collective vision, what is relevant is the possibility for the user to achieve a physical and affective proximity with somebody
else: “If you want to, you can even watch something together with someone
else. You just have to concentrate on the screen and stay close together. . . .
I’ve watched tons of stuff together with my friends” (f, 25). From this follows,
just as in the movie theater environment, the necessity of respecting behavioral norms and habits that not only facilitate the act of vision but also foster
good relations with the other spectators: “You have to hold [the iPhone] at
a little distance; and you also have to share the headphones” (f, 25). Furthermore, there follows the need to open oneself up to dynamics of negotiation,
which call into play the choices of vision: “The you start: ‘Let’s watch this
one. . . . No, that one . . .’ because one video makes you think of other ones,
and you want to see something, but the other person has other tastes” (f, 25).
Between the individual bubble and the collective bubble, a third case may be
added: bubbles that can continually shatter as a result of intrusion by outside
subjects or elements but that can easily and quickly reconstitute themselves,
placing the subject back within an isolated context: “Your cell phone rings,
the guy next to you asks you something, and so you get interrupted, but then
you just start up again” (m, 29); “My girlfriend always does it: she asks me
what it is, she glances at it, and then she leaves” (m, 35). The strength of the
bubble depends on the fact that it can manifest itself, putting the subject in
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contact with the film “as if” he were in the traditional environment of the
movie theater, even though he is acting in open spaces.

Conclusion
The analysis of the experience of mobile vision has allowed us to explore
more deeply the process of the relocation of the filmic experience. If the latter can migrate toward situations that may appear distant from those of the
movie theater, it is not only because of the introduction of new technologies but also a result of the intervention of certain conditions. Here we have
pointed out two of them: the creation of existential bubbles in which the
spectator may establish a personal relationship with film wherever she may
find herself and the mediation of another medium through a two-step move,
which allows for a smooth adaptation of cinema to the new device in which it
inserts itself. In the case of the iPhone both these conditions seem to manifest
themselves. This occurs principally through its marriage with YouTube. First
of all, YouTube has figured out both how to incorporate past and present cinematic production within itself and how to adapt itself to apparatuses born
not necessarily with the cinema in mind, such as the iPhone. In this way, YouTube acts as a bridge between the traditional filmic experience and the mobile filmic experience. The cost of this mediation is evident: the iPhone user
experiences cinema in a fragmentary form and via the retakes and recuts that
are typical of YouTube. Second, YouTube, in conjunction with the iPhone,
helps users create specialized and protected spaces. It does this thanks to the
quality of the image and sound offered by the iPhone and thanks to the ability
of the YouTube system to involve the spectator in practices both performative
and immersive.
The study of the migration of the audiovisual experience toward mobile
devices, in addition to constituting a paradigmatic example of the relocation
process, contains intriguing hints and questions with respect to the overall
convergent media context. First of all, this study allows us to reaffirm the
importance of reading the processes of convergence not as a simple combination of various media environments but as a continuous mingling of
technologies, experience forms, and practices. The encounter between two
platforms and between two modalities of use should always be framed within
a larger and more complex phenomenon: there is never a direct route but
rather an open and dialectic confrontation, and it never leads to a destination
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point but rather to momentary configurations, open to additional changes
depending on innovative articulations of the sociotechnological landscape
and the consumption practices inscribed within them. Second, from a phenomenological point of view, we have underlined the importance of carving
out and of making sense of the fullness of the consumption experience—even
in the contemporary media context, characterized by the multiplication and
fragmentation of content and occasions of access. Via both contemplative
dynamics and performative engagement, the activity of consumption is still
capable of representing a strong moment—a moment that maintains its own
definition and identity, notwithstanding the multiplicity of external references and interconnections.
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2

Navigating Screenspace
Toward Performative Cartography

NA N NA V E R H O E F F

A

innovative navigation software is being developed for
the iPhone that makes new ways of navigating urban space possible.
Interactive tours, augmented reality, locative media, and mobile navigation all contribute to an expanding and transforming field of cartographic
screen practices that not only represent but also create space: a screenspace.
This chapter explores how Apple’s iPhone allows for a creative navigation
that constructs such a hybrid space in which pervasive presence, embedded
pasts, and evolving futures intersect.
With touch screen, camera, compass, GPS, network connectivity, and the
diverse mapping applications that are currently being developed, the iPhone
has effectively become a cartographic interface. The hybrid interface of this
gadget allows its users to navigate not only the machine and its display but
also the physical space surrounding it as it provides an interface for organizing bits, pixels, and spatial coordinates alike. In today’s culture of ubiquitous
digital mobility, the hybridity of the iPhone interface, as with competing
smartphone models, thus impels us to investigate the complexity of navigation as a prominent cartographic and epistemological model, that is, a visual
regime of navigation.
This navigational model, I will argue, brings about a shift in cartography
as we have come to know it. Originating in the art of making maps but put-
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ting forward a new regime of understanding and representing space, mobile
cartography has infused spatial representation with a distinct temporal and
procedural dimension. The iPhone testifies to the advent of performative cartography. For it offers a dynamic map that emerges and changes during its
user’s journey. Both spatial categories of physical and information space are
inextricably connected in a hybrid screenspace of this new form of mapping.
Producing images while viewing them—a cartographic collapse of makingwhile-navigating interactive maps—the user-navigator engages physically
with the iPhone in a temporally dynamic and spatially layered process. This
process requires cooperation among the device’s specifications (hardware),
the applications’ affordances (software), and the user’s activity (interface) in a
mutual undertaking of connectivity, participation, and mobility.

A Layered Interface
As a mobile, hybrid device, the iPhone has an interface that features a complex and layered structure of characteristics and affordances, which makes
a broad range of interactive practices possible. Therefore, the iPhone may
prompt questions about its specificity as a hybrid object.1 Because it is a mobile
device, questions concerning the iPhone’s hybridity are intrinsically related
to movement, touch, and the process of spatial transformation. In short, hybridity relates to iPhone interfacing, an entanglement of technologies, applications, and interactive practices. This interfacing takes place within what
one might call a mobile screening arrangement, or dispositif.2 In other words,
the iPhone as a hybrid object is embedded within a mobile arrangement that
encompasses both the perceptual positioning of the (mobile) user and the
physical (interactive) interfacing with the screen. The screening arrangement
in motion, taking place within public space and making connections with
this space, establishes a mobile sphere: a space that is marked by mobility and
connectivity and constructed within the (mobile) arrangement of user, location, and device.
This mobility in space is intricately bound to the mobility, or flexibility,
of the on-screen space itself: the iPhone’s interactive touch screen requires
physical manipulation for its operation. Given the use of the iPhone for navigation, the mobility of the device makes it a visceral interface: the entire body
of the user is incorporated in mobility and space making.
The iPhone has a cartographic interface for the simultaneous navigation
of both on-screen and off-screen space. In a marked difference from historical
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screen uses such as televisual or cinematic viewing, the iPhone enables navigating both the machine itself and the physical space surrounding its user.
The traditional distinction of making, transmitting, and receiving images is
abandoned by virtue of the multitouch screen and the divergent practices
of mobile “touch-screening.” A further characteristic of the mobile screen is
the way it positions the user within a mobile sphere, implying an ambulant
locatedness and, consequently, flexible site-specificity. Such applications for
the iPhone as Foursquare, where one can “check in” on specific locations, or
TweepsAround, which uses augmented-reality software for (on-screen) visualizing the (off-screen) presence of Twitter connections in the area testifies to
the popularity of these affordances of mobile location marking.
The iPhone’s mobility and physicality, I argue, point toward the performative and embodied features of interactivity as being characteristic of navigation generally. From this point of view, navigation entails not only a spatial
decoding of map information, orientation, and mobility but also a cultural
trope that makes our sense of (spatial) presence, as well as (temporal) present, into hybrid and flexible categories. What I call screenspace is activated
by the simultaneous construction of on-screen and off-screen spaces when
traversing in fluid motion with navigation devices in our hands.3
As a device for navigation, the iPhone employs a layered interface. While
intricately connected and, hence, difficult to isolate, conceptually there are
three (nonhierarchical) levels that are all essential for navigation. First, navigation comprises the internal interfacing aspects of applications: the back-end
operating system and software and, consequently, the processing of data. This
includes so-called application-programming interfaces (API), making communication between applications possible, as well as the communication of
the software with the graphical user interface that enables us to “read,” to
understand and use them. The Google Maps API is a good example; since
it is open source, it has become a highly adaptable framework for all kinds
of implementations. It is also suitable for mapping applications because it
provides tools for mashups, or Web-application hybrids (i.e., the integration
of data from different sources within, in this case, the mapping environment
of Google Maps).
The second layer of the interface concerns the spatial positioning and connectivity of the apparatus in relation to physical as well as data space: the
interface of the internal instruments of the iPhone that connect it to external
space. This entails features such as the digital camera, GPS, Wifi/G3 connectivity, compass, and motion sensor or accelerometer, as much as calculating
the position, orientation, and velocity and the screen. This level of the in-
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terface, in short, communicates between the hardware of the device and its
surrounding “reality.” It includes an inertial navigation system, which according to Oliver J. Woodman is “a self-contained navigation technique in which
measurements provided by accelerometers and gyroscopes are used to track
the position and orientation of an object relative to a known starting point,
orientation and velocity.”4 This inertial positioning system is combined with
the absolute positioning system of GPS that is based on a triangulation of geographical coordinates. Moreover, Internet connectivity also positions the device via wireless connection. The second layer of the interface, then, concerns
connecting and positioning the interface, whether based on inertial, absolute,
photographic, or wireless technologies.
Positioning is communicated to the user, who may see the on-screen image tilt or find a representation of her position and movement signified by
an “arrow” in the on-screen maps and then may read this orientation accordingly and act or move. This is all taking place on a third level of the interface
I call user interaction, enabling the communication between the user and the
internal operation of the device (first level) as it is connected to the space surrounding it (second level). While the first level of the applications interface
also includes the software operation of the graphical user interface, the way in
which this data is visualized and made understandable operates at this third
level of user interaction. This level contains user-feedback input options such
as touch screen, buttons, “shake control” (making use of the inertial system),
and also representational conventions of the user interface. In the case of
navigation it entails the way spatial information is represented on the screen
and interacted with by the user. For example, think of the way the road is
represented on screen in navigation applications for the iPhone and how one
can adjust, move, or zoom in or out by using swipes, taps, or pinching movements with fingers on the multitouch screen.
Significant for the touch screen of the iPhone is that at the level of user
interaction it is an instrument for both input and output. This is the level of
“access” to and the “experience” of data; the action literally takes place on the
screen. The iPhone’s display is a multitouch screen in a technological as well
as practical sense: multitouch technology allows for many ways of touching:
swiping, virtual scrolling or swirling, two-fingered pinch movements for enlarging or shrinking, and so on. The dynamic horizontal or vertical scrolling
of screen content establishes a connection between the image on the screen
and its off-screen spaces: the frame always is a detail from a larger whole, and
the map is always larger than the part or detail that is displayed on screen.
Objects can be moved outside and brought into frame by the swipe of a fin-
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gertip. Buttons, keys, sticks, or a mouse controller are made redundant as the
screen can be tapped for commands, and finger pressure allows operation of
the zoom of a virtual camera lens, for instance.
Seen within the layered constellation of its interface, as I have suggested,
understanding the iPhone requires a triple perspective: it is a machine that
processes and combines data, a sensor that connects and positions data, and
a medium that produces perception. Within this constellation, its “products,”
experienced as visuals on screen by the user, can hardly be studied as fixed
texts in either a temporal sense or in terms of authorship or agency. While
walking and using the iPhone for an interactive tour, for example, the different layers of the interface operate together: location-based information is
processed and communicated to the user via the screen. This complex layering of the interfacing process is not experienced as such because it is filtered
by the user-interaction interface. However, the integration of these processes
(data processing, spatial positioning and connectivity, and communication
with the user) is the condition of possibility for creative navigation. That is, the
mechanisms and affordances that underlie our actions are not experienced
as discrete layers. As such, the hybridity of the iPhone interface provides the
conditions for creative navigation of screenspace as performative cartography. In what follows, I will demonstrate how the iPhone’s navigation constructs an urban space in which temporal and spatial layers intersect.

Tagging, Plotting, Stitching
Navigating with the iPhone by making use of digital maps shows us how
both space and time unfold in practice. The basic principle of screen-based
navigation is that we see how we move while how we move enables this
vision. This mutually constitutive relationship between seeing and moving
forms a new principle in real time, digital cartography. It is the movement
that establishes the map. Reading space requires navigation, rather than the
other way around because interactive digital maps build on the logic of tagging, plotting, and stitching.
Tagging essentially means labeling objects or locations with metadata.
Tags are clusters of digital data and primarily operate on the interface level
of internal applications. Usually we call these markers “tags” because of the
way they appear: as textual or visual information or visuals on our screen. It
is, however, important to distinguish the “tag” as data and the “tag” as symbol (visual or textual). The levels on which tagging works correspond to the
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levels of interfacing of the map: as metadata linked to objects, as on-screen
inserts providing information in relation to specific objects or locations, or
as a visual layering of hybrid screenspace. This warrants a precise terminology when analyzing how tagging functions as a central principle of digital
(iPhone) cartography. Although tags primarily operate on the level of data
processing, when they are visualized as clickables they activate the level of
user interaction. On maps they often function as geotags: location-specific
hyperlinks that make a connection between data/objects and location.
The specific practice of tagging objects in space, and inserting tagged
objects in a map resembles a form of plotting space. Plotting entails marking locations and giving them a layered presence and added meaning. When
these objects are “read” and used for navigation, a form of tracing occurs.
And when objects are integrated into a navigable whole, this practice might
be called stitching. While originally a term used for the montage of separate
images into one panoramic image (a more horizontal, two-dimensional way
of stitching), the term also applies to the more general practice of “sewing
together” visual layers in digital cartography. In similar terms, the developers
of the recently launched augmented-reality browser Junaio speak of the application’s ability to identify objects and “glue” information to them, using
the metaphor of sticky glue for the process of attaching information.5
Tagging, plotting, and stitching operate on multiple levels of the interface:
tagging on the level of software communication (data connecting to data),
plotting in terms of positioning (spatially connecting the objects), and stitching as becoming effective on the screen, where the user actually perceives the
connections as navigable space.
On the iPhone, tags can activate different spatial and temporal layers.
Dots on the map unfold, like spatiotemporal hyperlinks. The city becomes a
navigable and clickable screenspace, a terrain of pop-ups that are triggered by
real-life avatars in the physical world whose movements are traced on-screen
by GPS. Two-dimensional maps are a flat and motionless representation of
space within a fixed frame, based on a fixed scale, and a fixed, abstract perspective. The digital map is dynamic, layered, expandable, mutable, and flexible. In contrast, geotags bring together all levels of the hybrid interface of the
iPhone. They combine data, they are locative and activated by positioning or
connection, and they are perceived and activated on the screen.6
Geotagging photographs—the tagging of photographic images with
GPS coordinates of the moment and time of photographing—underscores
the geographical as well as temporal aspect of tagging. Geotagging permits
mnemonic mobility as it allows the placement and tracing of digital foot-
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prints. We can understand this implication of memory as a reinstating of the
“lost” indexicality of photography. Once upon a time, the story goes, the
(analogue) photograph was a literal imprint of light, which allegedly proved
spatiotemporal reality and thus provided the image with “authenticity.” Digital photography “lost” this direct relationship from reality to image. Today,
however, we can attach geographical coordinates as digital information by
adding data about the exact location where the picture was taken. This location is not necessarily close to what is photographed, to the object of the image. But it does locate the object as well as the photographer in reality, with
the geographical coordinates constituting the image’s digital footprint.
The main use of geotagging is in applications that integrate geotagged
objects or images in mash-ups or in navigation software. For instance, iPhone
applications that use GPS maps allow downloads of points of interest uploaded by other users, marked by geotagged images. Online, a lot of “POI
collections” are either hosted by developers of (mostly commercial) navigation systems such as TomTom, Navigon, or Garmin, or compiled by end users, and they are also used by other applications, such as geocaching games.
Geotags make it possible to retrace these digital footprints. In their capacity
to create locative and semiotic connections, tagging, plotting, and stitching
entail a potential for participatory engagement. People can build their own
archival collections, use them for exchange, or participate in creating collective archives. Tagged “mobile mementos” make collective image gathering
or stitching possible, based on the collection, connection, or contribution of
information derived from large social databases.
Microsoft’s Photosynth is an example of a larger online database that hosts
a collaborative image collection that can be used to stitch together multiple
photographs of the same object, space, or event taken from slightly different
points of view into a navigable, panoramic whole. The platform’s slogan is,
in fact, “use your photos to stitch the world.” Images can be stitched together
and users can navigate by scrolling through the interactive panoramic rendering of the image. The website offers prefab collections, showing buildings,
animals, nature reserves, and interiors—anything that works in an interactive
panoramic image and gives space to upload one’s own synths to the database.
An application like iSynth takes this navigational model and database logic
of stitching to the iPhone. The iPhone screen interface, then, allows for a
touch-controlled visual navigation in a composite and stitched image field.7
Stitching thus is a useful term to describe the activity of connecting individual elements to create a larger, cooperative collage. Larger databases serve
the double purpose of, first, creating and sharing one’s individual archive and,
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second, using the network as a larger repository. This makes longer-running
events or games possible. Geocaching, for instance, is a treasure-hunt game
that uses GPS coordinates tagged to “real” containers that hold objects.
When they are found, these objects have to be replaced by new objects and
the user thus becomes a participant in a continuing multiplayer game. This
is a clear case of tagging and plotting, and the user’s reading of the map as
a form of tracing. Waymarking is a similar concept but does not use real-life
containers for treasures; instead, it “offers” (virtual) POIs marked by other
users.
These examples of locating the (physical) object of the image and subsequently repositioning, collecting, or sharing the image itself may have
consequences for our understanding of time and space. The integration of
photography in applications on hybrid devices contributes to a cut-and-paste
worldview: a being in the world that consists of endless possibilities. Manipulation of digital images allows the user to frame pictures, to crop and make
cut-outs, and to transpose, translate, transform, and paste these cuts into new
contexts. As such, the world becomes a digital, clickable scrapbook consisting
of different forms of data, overlapping information, connected dimensions,
and multidirectional navigation.

(AR) Browsing
Another iPhone practice where tagging, plotting, and stitching converge is
the browsing of augmented reality. Augmented reality is a container term for
the use of data overlays on the real-time camera view of a location. Originating from developments in virtual reality, augmented reality is currently taking off in applications for mobile phones. At present it is a fast-developing
field: from marker-based augmented reality to technologies of image recognition and experiments with haptic feedback that create a sensation of material
depth of objects. The AR browsers Layar and Wikitude and, more recently,
Junaio are rapidly expanding the possibilities of (consumer) AR browsing for
smartphones that have a video camera, GPS, a compass, and an orientation
sensor, thus entailing a new way of engaging with screenspace by effacing
the map representation and using a direct camera feed with a superimposed
layer of data.
AR browsers allow browsing data directly within “reality” as it is represented on screen. In short, the camera eye on the device registers physical
objects and transmits these images in real time to the screen, where the image
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is combined with layers of data in different media. These layers have various
scales and dimensions within one master frame. Information is thus superimposed on a real-time image on-screen.
The screen, however, is not transparent in fact but in effect: through realtime and simultaneous display. It looks like and functions like a transparent
window, framed only by the edges of the screen. This framing is temporary
and directly changeable by the user holding the screen. As such, in terms of
screen-based representation, AR browsing provides a complex way of framing “reality.” One might say that the screen itself frames the video image onscreen, even though the information is layered on the image—in a sense,
frameless. The frame is the camera image that brackets off the contours of
the world-as-image. With this new mode of “reality browsing” based on a
camera feed, the scale of the map on screen equals our vision through the
camera lens. And like that vision, it depends on the relative distance between
us and the objects seen, and the perspective naturally changes according to
our movements.
AR browsers like Layar, Wikitude, or Junaio provide platforms that employ layering for different purposes, ranging from commercial applications
of location-based services (such as restaurant finders) to cultural interventions: virtual expositions, on-location galleries, and museum tours. This last
is particularly interesting since augmented reality offers museums and other
cultural institutions a new platform for exhibition in public space. The Stedelijk Museum in Amsterdam, for example, initiated the development of ARtours, an AR infrastructure for art tours, and held an AR exhibition of virtual
art in 2010. Paradoxically, the location specificity resulting from augmented
reality and the tagging and plotting of space can be transported to other locations without problems, as tags can be moved easily. Consequently, time- and
space-specific events such as festivals may be used as a setting for temporary
virtual exhibitions, as with ARtours. In augmented reality, exhibitions can
travel, multiply, and coexist in space.
A first AR flash mob was organized in April 2010 in Amsterdam. Passersby could encounter all kinds of virtual statues while wielding their mobile
phones simultaneously. Initiatives like this explore ways to bring AR applications into the public space for scheduled events.8 A less time-based programming of AR tours that nonetheless deals with time is UAR, the urban augmented reality tour initiated by the Dutch Architecture Institute. The tour
features large 3D buildings that were once present in a location, will be there
in the future, or were designed but were never actually built. In the hybrid
screenspace that the tour establishes, present, past, and past future coincide.
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As these and similar cases demonstrate, augmentation indeed is “creative”
in that it not only adds to space but also inherently modifies it, making space
hybrid. I am interested here in creative activity as an activity where different levels of the interface “cooperate” with the user as navigating agent in a
semiotic practice. In this sense, tagging, plotting, and stitching constitute a
networked and temporally expanding cartography based on a cooperatively
connected performativity. The constructive aspects of this creativity are also
inherently participatory.
Performative cartography is a creative practice, but not creation ex nihilo.
It is modeled on what Claude Lévi-Strauss and Gérard Genette once called
“bricolage”: a form of creation that works not from scratch but by recombining readymade bits and pieces. Yet this view, devised in the heydays of
structuralism, was not meant in a critical way. Genette argued that literature
is always by definition a bricolage since bits of language—words, syntax, and
cultural clichés—always preexist any new formation.
From this point of view, bricolage is a structural property of all texts. As
numerous scholars have pointed out, however, it also has an inherent subversive or critical potential, particularly when the text (in the broadest sense
of the word) gets in the hands of the consumer, reader, or user. Marita Sturken and Lisa Cartwright describe bricolage as a cultural practice allowing
us to create resistant meanings of commodities.9 A similar, cultural-studiesinflected view on bricolage as resistance is to be found in the writings of Dick
Hebdige, who sees bricolage as a subversive, highly personal remixing of
commodity culture. Michel de Certeau’s famous notion of textual poaching
has enriched the idea of bricolage with a political slant, in accordance with
his conception of tactics as the individual, possibly random negotiational or
oppositional poaching of texts at the level of interpretation and production.10
Henry Jenkins, finally, has appropriated the term textual poaching for fan
culture and participatory culture from a perspective that highlights the fluidity between oppositional and hegemonic practices. According to Jenkins, this
fluidity stems from a reading and interpretative positioning of media fans
within popular culture. Jenkins’s reading of dominant culture matches the
new age of participatory culture and what he famously has termed convergence culture:
Patterns of media consumption have been profoundly altered by a succession of new media technologies which enable average citizens to participate
in the archiving, annotation, appropriation, transformation, and recircula-
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tion of media content. Participatory culture refers to the new style of consumerism that emerges in this environment.11

Returning to forms of cutting and pasting in locative media practices, it
seems useful to understand fluidity not only as a perspective on culture but
also as a perspective of culture. In order to understand agency within dominant discourse and societal structures, it is important to pay respect to the
critical and political potential of appropriation and bricolage in the creative
process. Utopist views on digital media and interactivity notwithstanding,
appropriation is not always critical, and even agency and creativity are not
necessarily democratic, emancipating, or essentially political. It is therefore
relevant to put these allegedly new forms of creativity and authorship into an
historical perspective, for there is nothing new about this sense of creativity
made of preused bits and pieces. However, appropriation and bricolage form
part of cultural production, and in the case of locative media they even are
vital to our conception of location and of our position in the world. What
is new, and potentially problematic, is the conflation of this creative making
as bricolage with a sense that the bits—because they emerge from geotagged
locations—are anchoring us to the world. Instead of cutting up reality and
thus transforming it into fiction, they appear to augment the former and
obliterate the latter.
As a creative practice, augmentation implies transformation by virtue of
adding and combining information. It also entails analytic and associative
practices: cutting up and making links. Photoshop has taught us to deconstruct the image not only in flat (horizontal/vertical) sections or cut-outs
but also in adding different 3D layers to a flat image. With sections and layers combined, tagging provides a mash-up logic to our understanding of the
spaces surrounding us. It merges layers of information that create a hybrid
space, and paradoxically it also tears this space apart. It makes visible the exchangeability and hence the design of information layers.
This mash-up logic that we may recognize in the navigation of a layered
reality also entails temporal and experiential aspects of mobility. Mashing up
engages us with the objects in their specific place while adding temporal layers, a form of mnemonic spacing. Its logic requires some sort of spatial stability because objects need to be in place for some time in order to function
as markers for tags. As such, mash-up logic relies on archival information
attached to a spatial presence. AR layers are built on databases (archives) of
metadata attached to geospatial information. This is a temporal act. More-
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over, the mash-up logic provides means to experience a “different” city, hence,
constructing a city of difference.

Engagements
Creative practices that make use of the (layered) interface of the iPhone as
navigation device involve different interactive engagements with an array of
cartographic applications. It is possible to discern at least three different ways
in which the broad concept of interactivity becomes specific for navigation:
first, as the point where interface and agency meet (and where performativity
is actualized); second, where navigation is understood as a constructive (and
participatory) form of interactivity; and third, as yielding a haptic engagement with screenspace.
The interface affords possibilities for making space: it is an instrument in
this process for navigation as constructive interactivity. The examples I mention entail not only browsing or constructing pathways but also actively making connections and adding to or modifying the structure, building new constellations within the (changing) collection of data. This includes practices of
uploading, tagging, and putting objects on the map. Navigation understood
as participatory interactivity would focus on, for example, cutting and pasting,
adding and modding. Understood as the agency of participation, this means
the active intervention of an individual user in the content or structure of
maps or collections. Constructive forms of interactivity in the use of applications that allow for adding content, tagging locations, and connecting content are participatory acts embedded in networked constellations. The contribution the individual can make in collective networks is specifically relevant
for agency in social media.
These two aspects of interactivity, or means for agency, contribute to
another aspect of navigation with the iPhone: the successive rendering of
changing positioning in physical space that is, in turn, used for reading and
traversing space. I propose to consider this the haptic aspect of engagement.
Engagement brings together aspects of agency: doing and experience, seeing
and feeling. It is haptic engagement, understood as form of interactivity and
as experience, that is significant for mobile screen gadgets.
One might explore how a conceptualization of the haptic precisely addresses the intersection of touch and physical interaction with the experience
of the device, on the one hand, and the agency in and experience of spatial
unfolding on the other. It is in haptic engagement that the creative meets
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the cartographic, so to speak. “Haptic” derives from the Greek verb aptô,
which means to touch; the term is currently widely used in three fields of
study—art, cinema, and interface, in order to qualify a certain way of looking,
a specific gaze. In that sense it is opposed to another kind of gaze, namely, the
optical one. Aloïs Riegl introduced the term in 1901 to differentiate between
haptic and optic art. Differentiated from the optical gaze, which is limited to
the eye that sees at a distance, haptic “looking” means that the look can graze
the object, caress it with the touch, and, by extension, all the senses, entailing
close proximity.12
Regarding the interactive practices and haptic engagements of navigation
that my argument has been focusing upon, my concern is not so much with
the experience of touching the interface but with the experiential aspect of
the procedural, unfolding creation of space in navigation of the body-andmachine in motion. Here, the notions of the haptic and performative are
useful distinctions in opposition to representational regimes of space. In mobile navigation a dynamic notion of cartography is being unfolded. Cartography is not a precondition for but a creative product of navigation, and, as
such, cartography is more than a systematic representation of space. It is a
performance of screenspace that entails the collapse of reading, making, and
expressing of space in the collaboration of the device and its user, activating
all layers of the mobile device in a mobile sphere.

Conclusion: Toward Performative Cartography
Representation as characteristic of traditional cartography entails fixed outcomes of the creative production processes: results such as images, statements, models, and materials can be distributed, transmitted, stored, or
tagged. However, I consider the view of cartography as representation insufficient, especially for mobile navigation but even for traditional cartography.
Our contemporary mapping interfaces foreground precisely these processes
of flux, simulation, remediation, and mobility. Instead of foregrounding the
“re-” of repetition, we need to conceptualize the “pre” of representation, that
is, not only the “pre-” of making present (presentation) but also in the temporal dimension of the processes before representation or, better yet, the process in which representation comes into being.
The experience of navigation unfolds in space at the moment of its occurrence. Hence, it is procedural, in the sense that movement through space
and interaction with on-screen layers of digital information and off-screen
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geographical and material presence unfolds in time. But not only does it take
time—it becomes over time. A conception of time that includes the productive or literally creative aspect of time is relevant here; it includes change in
time. To conceptualize a shift from representational cartography to navigation
as a performative cartographic practice, this new cartography taps into nonNewtonian thinking, breaking with a Euclidian model of space. According to
the Newtonian paradigm, time and space are absolute and measurable phenomena that work along the lines of a predetermined mechanical, progressive
logic. An Euclidian model of space can constitute a basis for thinking in terms
of multiple dimensions. Yet this model assumes an immobile grid in which all
objects take place within a fixed system of (Cartesian) coordinates.
Instead of the traditional divide between space and time, performative
cartography implies a reconceptualization of relative and positional dimensionality as more fluid than a fixating spatiotemporal positioning because it
is a procedural experience. Time and space unfold in practices and so do not
work along predetermined lines. The concept of performativity, then, signifies change and difference. Perhaps mobile technology operates within Euclidian space, but the experience of it does not.
Representation entails more or less fixed outcomes of creative production
processes. The results, such as images, statements, models, and materials can
be transmitted or stored. This would be an insufficient understanding for
some contemporary media practices and approaches to these practices that
foreground process, mutability, flux, simulation, remediation, notions of becoming, and mobility. These characterize the process in which representation
comes into being in its performativity. Christian Jacob, in his seminal study
on the semiotics of maps throughout history, addresses precisely the question
of the conceptual status of the map as representation, medium, and interface:
An effective map is transparent because it is a signified without a signifier.
It vanishes in the visual and intellectual operation that unfolds its content.
The map spreads out the entire world before the eyes of those who know
how to read it. The eye does not see; it constructs, it imagines space. The
map is not an object but a function. Like a microscope, a telescope, or
a scanner, it is a technical prosthesis that extends and refines the field of
sensorial perception, or, rather, a place where ocular vision and the “mind’s
eye” coincide. As a mediation, an interface, it remains hidden.

This double-sidedness of the map as object and function brings about a
paradoxical status, if not a “conceptual vacuum,” as Jacob calls it. Yet “what
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defines the map is the mediation of representation, a mediation that is a signifier with its own codes and conventions (symbolization, schematization,
miniaturization, colors, nomenclature, vertical overview, etc.).”13 We can thus
discern the materiality and interfacing operation of the map and the content
it is supposed to mediate while being transparent. Because representational
maps work according to a Cartesian dualistic logic, a certain phenomenon is
being mapped.
The common practice of geographical mapmaking can be seen as example
of a representational map. Land is mapped along the lines of and x- and yaxes, and subsequent maps represent the changes through time. A dualism is
thus to be found in the relation between the phenomenon and the map, but
also between the spatial element and the element of time. Yet coupling time
and space and inserting duration into matter encourage a qualitative shift
away from this dualism.14 What does a map look like when it is in movement,
in flux, and when we talk about practices of mapping and navigating instead
of the map as an object? Then the map is a spatial and temporal event. It is
spatial because it does not map preexisting height, breadth, and depth, and
temporal because it does not map a spatiality in time. Focusing on the map as
a navigational tool and on navigating as a practice that occurs in time as well
as space invites us to rethink the dualist frame of the representational map. As
a consequence, the cartographical experience of iPhone navigation needs to
be conceptualized anew. Since space and time unfold in practice, experiences
do not happen in space and time but are themselves events. This is why these
experiences constitute an immanent spatiotemporality. I have suggested that
we can productively investigate the hybridity of the iPhone as an interface for
navigation—a perspective on both object and practice that opens up a view
on navigation as a truly hybrid practice and on its cartography as a way from
representation and towards performativity. This is where pervasive presence,
embedded pasts, and evolving futures can intersect in screenspace.
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The iPhone as an Object of Knowledge
A LEXA N D RA S C H N E I D E R

I

1990 S the mobile phone, rather than the digital image, emerged as
“the economic-technological basis for a vast industrial and infrastructural
expansion.”1 Now, the (moving) digital image has now become an integral
part of mobile telephony. With an object like the iPhone, film history, the
history of telecommunication, and the emergence of the digital intersect in
complex ways that traditional film historiography never anticipated. Over the
last ten years, concepts such as “media convergence” or “remediation” have
proven to be useful starting points to account for the multilayered dynamics
of the digital image in the age of mobile telephony. In exploring the iPhone
as technological object and media platform, I follow Nanna Verhoeff’s approach to what might be called “gadget analysis,” an approach that permits
one to “articulate the intertwinement of historical and theoretical thought,
allowing us to turn from the one to the other.”2 Speaking of the Nintendo DS
console, Verhoeff underlines the hybridity of the object, its materiality and
“interface utility.” My interest follows hers in discussing the iPhone as a theoretical object within a cinema studies framework. Much like the Nintendo
console, the iPhone “hovers between three things”: it is “a device we hold
in our hands,” “a screen we look at as well as through, and it is a screen we
touch,” and, finally, the iPhone is “at once an invisible and visible platform—a
machine for haptic output of the applications one can play on it.”3 Like Ver-
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hoeff I take my cue from Hubert Damisch and propose to study the iPhone
as a “theoretical object.” In particular, I am interested in what the iPhone as a
theoretical object tells us about an emerging new order of visual and sensory
perception, not the least in relation to established modes of verbal and visual
communication.

Phone Home
A quick Google search for images of the iPhone yields up an intriguing image
of unknown origin that shows E.T. the Extra-Terrestrial from Steven Spielberg’s eponymous 1982 film holding an iPhone in his (her?) hand. The image
could be read as saying “Why didn’t I think of this?” or “Finally those humans
are getting it!” Either way, the pictures seems to suggest that if E.T. had
had an iPhone rather than the improvised device he assembled from bits and
pieces found in a shed he would have been able to go home sooner. E.T., ever
the carrier of multilayered messages, shows up in this picture not by coincidence but as a paradigm, a figure of transition (an epistemic Kippfigur) in the
iPhone’s genealogy as an hybrid object at the threshold between cinema and
telecommunication. With his glowing finger and his unshakable belief in the
virtues of telephony, E.T. can be read as an imaginative anticipation of recent
advances in media technology and aesthetics.
Putting E.T. and the iPhone together in the same picture makes sense because the iPhone is a telecommunication device but also a video device capable
of showing moving pictures. Furthermore, the iPhone is a device operated by
a touch screen. While the Extra-Terrestrial had the gift of a glowing finger to
get in touch with people in a literal sense, the iPhone enables us to communicate, and particularly to phone home, at the touch of our fingertips—that is, to
communicate like E.T. In that sense, the image of E.T. with the iPhone points
to a realignment of telephony and film but also, and more fundamentally, to a
realignment of the senses of sight, hearing, and touch.
Some people would argue that such an alignment, to the extent that it is
happening, is driven by technology: The iPhone, like so many technologies
before it, not only offers new ways of organizing our lives but also, in the
process, fundamentally alters the structures of our experience. However, the
curious temporality of the picture of E.T. with the iPhone suggests a different understanding of the role of technology. The copresence of E.T. and the
iPhone is an image of a “rendez-vous raté,” a meeting that, sadly, never took
place. The iPhone came too late to solve E.T.’s problems in the film, and
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only with the iPhone are humans finally catching up with their extraterrestrial visitor. While an emblem of techno-euphoria on the surface, the image
has a melancholy and melodramatic undertone of “if only . . . !” Yet at the
same time the image posits the iPhone as the realization of something that
had been thought of long before, not necessarily by humans but by a higher
intelligence, perhaps nature herself, whose superior design has been waiting
for an opportunity to reveal itself and now has finally done so to in the form
of a new technology.
Change was certainly in the air when E.T. first appeared in 1982. Steven
Spielberg’s film was released one year before the first commercial mobile
phone, the Motorola DynaTAC 8000x, appeared on the market. The Motorola sold for the price of a small car—nearly US$4,000. Given its high price
and exclusive appeal, the DynaTAC was bound to become associated with
1980s conspicuous consumer culture. Gordon Gekko owns one in Wall Street
(USA 1987, Oliver Stone), as does Patrick Bateman, the psychopathic killer
of American Psycho, Brett Easton Ellis’s 1991 novel that was turned into a film
by Mary Harron, released in 2000. E.T. slightly predated the mobile phone
but appeared at the dawn of a new era of telecommunications technology
and media experience. The Spielberg film was rereleased twice, in 1985 and
in 1991, but it was, perhaps symptomatically, a telecommunications operator,
the British Telecommunication Company BT, that secured an afterlife for E.T.
on theater screens outside of repeat screenings of the film itself.4 In 1999, BT
launched an ad campaign entitled “Stay in touch.” In the teaser for that campaign, which advertised e-mail and high-speed Internet access, scenes from
the original Spielberg movie were used to promote BT’s services. Toward the
end of the teaser, the voiceover explained: “BT has E.T. The extra technology
you need to stay in touch, like e-mail and high-speed Internet access. . . . So
you can do much more than just phone home.”
But what more can you do than just phone home? For E.T., to stay in
touch meant to be reconnected to his fellow extraterrestrials. Spielberg’s film,
however, is not just about telephony and the possibility of reconnecting with
lost relatives. As has been noted repeatedly, E.T.’s glowing finger, prominently displayed on the film’s famous poster, refers to one of the most famous
paintings of the renaissance, Michelangelo’s ceiling of the Sistine Chapel in
Rome, which shows God giving the spark of life to Adam through a touch
of his finger.5 In the film’s poster, E.T.’s finger provides the spark of life, supposedly to his human friend Greg. It is an image that reanimates the mythical
act of creation in the age of the movie blockbuster, pointing to a spiritual
dimension of the narrative of the lost space traveler. The recurrence of this
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image in British Telecommunication’s 1999 campaign for high-speed online
access presages one of the key promises of the iPhone: access to the world at
the touch of your finger—access from the vantage point not only of a passive
recipient of news and information but also of an active creator of worlds, a
curator of media environments. The return of E.T. the Extra-Terrestrial as
E.T. the extra technology supposedly puts the client of BT in a position where
she, too, experiences the magic touch of the golden finger giving life to everything through an act of communication, simply by “getting in touch.”
Some people may remember that Nokia, the Finnish pioneer of the mobile phone age, used the Michelangelo image in the mid-1990s not in advertising but as an element in the operation of their phones. Whenever a Nokia
phone was switched on, Michelangelo’s finger of God providing the spark of
life to Adam would flash onto the screen. Some years later this animation was
replaced by two shaking hands, an image that remained true to the original
meaning in the sense that the tactile continued to serve as the paradigm for
communication. The Michelangelo animation was introduced after Nokia
adopted its new brand slogan, “connecting people,” in 1992. To “stay in
touch,” the verb used in the BT slogan, usually means “to stay connected,” to
be in contact. The verb “to touch,” of course, resonates with different meanings: as a transitive verb it refers to physical contact, to a perception through
the tactile. The association of digital communication with the sense of touch
in the 1990s may or may not be a coincidence. But in both Nokia devices
and the BT campaign, mobile telephony and digital telecommunications are
insistently and, as if in a wordplay on the Latin root of the term “digit,” quite
literally aligned with the finger and the sense of touch. As information and
communication become increasingly immaterial, one is tempted to speculate,
the devices and practices of communication tend increasingly toward the material and the haptic.
At the same time, one can be touched: affected by a sentiment, just like
E.T., whose heart glows in bright red and orange whenever the creature gets
emotionally agitated. More than just a provider of the spark of communication and, therefore, life, E.T. is also a hypersensitive recipient of touching
messages, an exemplary figuration of the new possibilities of mobile telephony through his highly conspicuous capacities for both staying in touch
and being touched. But there is more to E.T., the figurative melodramatic
paradigm of post-1990 digital telecommunications. In McLuhan’s famous
phrase, media are “extensions of man,” that is prosthetic devices that enlarge
and enhance the communicative reach of human beings. In the film, E.T. produces a prosthetic device that is decidedly on the low-tech end of the scale:
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an improvised assemblage of spare parts and toys. Through this precarious
piece of technology E.T. deploys a gift of communication that is vastly in
excess of the boundaries of human communication to begin with. However,
the assemblage of the spare parts and toys is not so much an extension of
E.T.’s body as the means of transforming the entire set of elements, including
the body, into a new device of communication. Rather than a McLuhanian
device for anthropological enhancement that compensates for the limitations
of the human (or, for that matter, extraterrestrial) condition, it is a Deleuzian machine in which the individual device matters less than the connection
and articulation of elements and that transforms the body into an element of
a new set of connections that redefines, or “repurposes,” the individual elements. In that sense, E.T. marks, if you will, a postanthropological stage in
media theory. With E.T.—who, in a sense, represents a figuration of the posthuman body as much as does the Cyborg—the body, in an assemblage with
toy-style elements of technology, becomes the medium, or rather the machine that enhances and transcends the limitations of human communication. As we know from a moment in the film eternalized on the film’s second
famous poster, E.T. manages to transcend the limits not only of language but
also of gravity. He can make a child’s bike fly, going vastly beyond, by virtue
of his innate capacities, the enhancement of the human body provided by the
bike itself. What BT’s campaign calls “extra technology,” then, is a technology that endows the common user with an E.T.-like gift of communication,
a quasi body or machine of communication that always already transcends
the boundaries of “normal” human means of communication. In the media
culture addressed by and epitomized by the BT ad, E.T. and the gadgets with
which he is associated come to stand for an enhanced state of communicativeness, one in which the gift of E.T.’s hypercommunicative body is available to
anyone who uses the right gadget.

To Pinch or Not to Pinch
When Apple launched the iPhone in April 2007, it was first and foremost
a telecommunication device, providing mobile phone connections and Internet access. Two years after the iPhone’s first appearance on the market,
with the 3GS version released in 2009, Apple added video-recording features.
The initial lack of a video camera did not impede the new device’s impact.
The iPhone was successfully marketed as “the revolutionary mobile phone,”
which proved to be true on two accounts. While consumers reacted enthusi-
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astically, competing manufacturers of mobile communication devices apparently reacted with fear. At the point of the iPhone’s initial release, executives
at RIM, the manufacturer of the Blackberry device, were in a state of denial
and refused to believe Steve Jobs’s claim that Apple was able to provide sufficient battery power to light a screen the size of the iPhone’s on a mobile
device.6
Perhaps the most revolutionary aspect of the iPhone, however, was the
substitution of traditional phone dials and the Blackberry miniature keyboard with a touch screen. Touch screens had been developed and used in
various devices such as subway and railway ticket-vending machines for years,
and it seems clear in retrospect that before the iPhone the potential of the
touch-screen technology for mobile telephony had not been realized. What
makes the iPhone touch screen distinctive and marks a significant advance
over ticket-machine varieties of the touch screen is that the surface is completely touch sensitive, i.e., the touch-sensitive areas are not limited to certain
proscribed icons. Depending on the application, the iPhone surface can be
touched, rubbed, and even caressed. It is a surface that asks for an entire repertoire of tactile gestures rather than merely a functional handling.
When he first introduced the iPhone and its touch screen at one of Apple’s
now legendary product-launch ceremonies, Jobs strategically, and cleverly,
introduced a specific verb to describe the kind of touch that the screen of
the iPhone required: “to pinch.” “To pinch” means to squeeze between the
finger and thumb or between the jaws of an instrument. “Pinching” may be
associated with a modest form of pain. The idea of being “pinched” does not
necessarily evoke the sense of a tender touch, and the etymology of the corresponding French verb pincer (from which the English word derives) confirms this intuition. In the seventeenth century, when the verb first appeared,
a “pincer” was also a saisir d’amour, a state of being touched (or moved) by
a feeling of love. Rather than a piece of glass that supplants a series of buttons, icons, or a keyboard, the introduction of the verb “to pinch” suggests
the touch screen surface of the iPhone is rather like a skin, a touch-sensitive
surface that registers my every touch in its specific degree, direction, and
expressiveness.
Whether Steve Jobs’s proposition will become established as a figure of
everyday speech remains to be seen. At the moment it appears that most people refer to the pinching mode (enlarging and scaling down of images) more
in terms of zoom in and zoom out rather than in terms of “pinching” the
visual object. It seems clear, however, that Jobs’s choice of words intended
to mark a shift from a merely visual approach to a haptic approach to visual
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objects. The semantics of “zooming in” and “zooming out” and the camera
metaphor are no longer entirely adequate to this type of object and process.
Again, the digital calls for the digit, the finger.
Yet at the same time the iPhone is now, in its third and fourth generations,
also a camera and a portable cinema, complete with a “Cinemascope” application for film viewing. In this context, it is interesting to note that if the
iPhone marks a shift from the knob to the switch to the screen as a semantically loaded technical skin, the etymology of the word “screen” reaches back
to its earliest uses as a shield for warriors made of animal skin. Not only was
the screen originally a protective skin, but in a media-historical genealogy,
the current becoming-skin of the screen may be traced back to the nineteenth
century and to early optical toys such as the flip book, where the physical
contact and manipulation was a prerequisite of the visual experience. What
the “pinchable” iPhone screen points us to, then, is a realignment of sight and
touch around the sensitive surface of the screen. As I would argue, this realignment amounts to a specific kind of the return of the culturally repressed.
The “pinchable” touch screen marks the reintroduction to the field of visual
media of a tactile dimension of vision that was part and parcel of what we
have come to call “pre-cinema” but had no place in the cinema when it became the culturally formative medium of the early twentieth century. Film
theorists have been thinking about the tactile dimensions of the film experience for more than a decade now (i.e., for as long as telecommunications
corporations have associated the digital with the digit and touch). In many
ways the emergence of the iPhone and its touch screen valorizes the intuitions of such theorists as Vivian Sobchack and Laura U. Marks.7 At the same
time, the iPhone as a theoretical object forces us to rethink the configuration
of moving image and embodied experience along the lines of how, through
new technologies, touch and the tactile have once again become a key aspect
of the visual experience.

Touch and Visual Perception
A visit to an art exhibition in a traditional museum space in the company of
small kids will teach you not only about art but also about culture more generally. The most striking, and probably also most obvious lesson, concerns
the issue of looking as opposed to touching. As a parent in an exhibition with
small kids who are not yet quite able to read, you find yourself repeating one
basic rule: “Look, don’t touch” (or, as the Swiss German version goes, “Nur
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mit dae Augae luagae, noed mit de Fingaer”—“Look with your eyes, not with
your fingers”). Communicating this rule becomes necessary for two reasons:
first, art exhibitions usually feature objects that we are not supposed to touch,
as even grownups find out when they get too close to a painting and are reprimanded for it by a museum guard, and, second, small children explore the
world through the tactile and olfactory senses as much as through the sense
of vision, by putting objects in their mouth and touching them rather than
by merely looking at them.
Conventional exhibitions of paintings usually do not feature signs instructing the visitors that they are not supposed to touch the exhibited material. This rule is implicit in the practice of exhibiting artworks. But in some
contemporary art exhibitions you are either explicitly invited to touch the
exhibited art work or reminded not to touch it. The basic ethos is still the
same: hands off! The invitation to touch the artwork has to be made explicit
because it is commonly understood that we are not supposed to do that. Interestingly enough, this has not always been the case. As Constance Classen
has shown, the traditional hands-off ethos of the museum came into practice
only in the mid-nineteenth century. Early museums, she writes, “were not
exclusively hands-off affairs.”8
“Touch had an advantage over sight in that it was understood to be the
sense of certainty, an association symbolically grounded in the biblical tale of
Thomas, who needed to touch the risen Christ to believe in his reality.”9 Until
the eighteenth century, at least, touch remained one of the master senses. It
verified perception and gave solidity to other, less reliable impressions. According to Classen, the end of the nineteenth century marked the end “of the
use of the proximity senses of smell, taste and touch,” and they were relegated
to the realm of the nursery and the “savage.” Civilized adults were deemed
to comprehend the world primarily through sight, and secondarily through
hearing.10
The shift from the tactile to the visual coincided with the emergence of a
new regime of scientific knowledge and, in particular, an ideal of “objectivity”
evolving around the figure of the scientist as a detached observer. In short,
during modernity close contact between visitors and exhibits was no longer
allowed, as looking had become a central human feature—a fact that naturally can be linked to the emergence of moving images. In a broader cultural
perspective on cinema history it can, thus, be argued that cinema was both
complicit in, and a driving force of, the shift away from the tactile dimension
of knowledge acquisition. In a related argument, film scholar Wanda Strauven has claimed that “the institutionalization of the cinema gradually got rid
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of all the features that determined the (potentially) interactive dispositif of
early cinema, such as hand-cranked projectors.” Strauven describes early rube
films, for example, Uncle Josh at the Moving Picture Show (1902), as “a turning
point in this institutionalization process that inevitably suppressed the more
active conditions of the nineteenth-century observer and turned the viewer
mode into the dominant mode of moviegoing. Porter’s rube film confronts
the 1902 audience, in this sense, with a form of spectatorship in extinction”.11
In line with Strauven’s point, one can argue that from the moment of its
emergence cinema helped to enforce a regime of visual and nontactile knowledge, which today is undergoing a process of reconfiguration. In fact, if the
argument that cinema played a role in the establishment of a new discipline
of the body and the senses at the dawn of the twentieth century has any merit,
then the emergence of a popular gadget that reintroduces and relegitimizes
the once-common link of vision and touch must be seen as a shift in terms not
only of media technology but also of epistemology. In order to illustrate and
explain this shift, another Spielberg example can be referred to: Minority Report (2002), based on a story by Philip K. Dick written in 1956. Produced five
years before the release of the iPhone, the film features Tom Cruise as Chief
John Anderton, a criminal investigator with prophetic capabilities working
for a “pre-crime” prevention unit in Washington, D.C. Anderton’s primary
work tool is a command post with a set of fluid, immaterial touch screens. In
a dynamic and almost feverish choreography of body and hand movements
relating to these screens Anderton can draw up images of past, current, and
even future events, alongside other information, texts, statistics, mathematical formulae, and so on. Like an iPhone user Anderton “pinches” images and
information displays. He basically dances with the images that appear at the
touch of his hands and disappear according to his movements. Anderton’s
office, or work station, is, if you will, a nonportable version of the iPhone.
How does Anderton’s office tool relate to the current epistemological shift
in media culture? The immateriality of the images and the information, as
well as the screen itself, can be read, I would argue, as presaging and explaining the epistemological shift epitomized by the iPhone. As a handler,
a “pincher,” of immaterial images and immaterial surfaces and interfaces,
Anderton turns out to be two steps remote from Uncle Josh. Uncle Josh
wants to touch the object but finds out that there is no object, only a screen.
Anderton never actually touches the screen—because the screen he uses is
not a material surface—yet he reliably obtains the object (or information) he
wants. It is therefore perhaps somewhere in between the fictional characters
of Anderton and Uncle Josh that one comes close to the figure of the iPhone
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user: she is part Uncle Josh, part John Anderton. Like Uncle Josh, she actually touches the screen, since the touch screen is a material object, but like
Anderton, she can make any object of knowledge appear on the screen at the
touch of her finger.

Three Regimes of Touch, Vision, and Knowledge
In view of a historical epistemology of media, the settings and figures presented above, from E.T. to Anderton, can be seen as emblematic for specific
regimes or alignments of vision, touch, and knowledge that have emerged
and succeeded one another over the last two hundred years. One can, in fact,
distinguish between three major regimes: At first, there is an alignment of
material object, touch, vision, and knowledge. It is culturally permissible
and technically viable to gain knowledge of an object by both looking at and
touching the material object. The emblematic figure of this regime is Uncle
Josh, the rube, before he ever gets to the cinema. Second, one might see the
emergence of a regime with which both the art museum and the cinema are
thoroughly complicit, where vision and touch become separated and knowledge becomes scientific, objective knowledge of both material and immaterial objects based on distant observation and measurement. The emblematic
figure of this regime is the educated, well-behaved spectator who has learned
that she is supposed to look and not touch. She represents the norm that Uncle Josh, once he enters the cinema, fails to obey, or the ideal toward which
Uncle Josh should educate himself. Third, today we witness the emergence
of an alignment of touch, vision, and immaterial objects of knowledge, which
become accessible by way of a screen, a nonspecific material object. Minority
Report’s Anderton is the emblematic figure of this new regime, in which we
mere mortals participate thanks to touch-screen devices like the iPhone.
The difference between Anderton and the iPhone user is that the latter
still touches and operates a material device. However, the touch screen is a
hybrid object. The screen itself may be a material object, but the objects to
which it provides access are immaterial and devoid of physical consistency.
The iPhone invites an analysis similar to that proposed by Nana Verhoeff in
her discussion of the Nintendo playstation: “The console is best understood
as a thing, instrument and interface at the same time. It is in this multiplicity
that it is perhaps less a medium than a carrier of mediality.” Moreover, Verhoeff continues, unlike other mobile “media players, a console is, in part, an
empty interface. The software application determines part of the interface, in
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dialogue with the hardware elements. The complex of characteristics of the
portable console as a versatile object, a thing/medium, demands a theoretical
grasp on the phenomenon.”12
Similarly, the iPhone as an object and the objects that the iPhone produces
call into question our very definitions of medium and mediality. For a long
time, and quite successfully, media studies have operated based on technological definitions of the medium. German media studies, Medienwissenschaft,
for example, evolved from a focus on hardware, on the history of technology
as media technology, and proceeded to analyze power relations and aesthetic
phenomena as mere aftereffects of the technological base. Less stringently,
but quite as cogently, film and television studies have based their epistemologies on quasi-technological definitions of their object of study: the cinematic
dispositif, the television set, and so forth. Yet the scholarly challenge of the
iPhone is not its effect on media convergence nor its multifunctionality and
multiple formatting. Rather, the iPhone calls into question a number of basic
distinctions, particularly the distinction between materiality and immateriality and that between (material) object and (social) action. Thinking about the
iPhone thus forces us to acknowledge the hybrid nature of the devices and
the practices that the device enables along the lines of the theoretical framework of Actor-Network-Theory. It also forces us to acknowledge a fundamental instability and fluidity of the (im)material object—or medium—itself.
In the new regime of vision, touch, and knowledge we have indeed become
parts of a Deleuzian machine, elements in an assemblage, a set of couplings
and connections that can, and do, redefine the sense and purpose of the individual element.
Let me illustrate this point by relating a final anecdote. In Switzerland,
Apple has failed in their attempt to register iPhone as a trademark. The court
argued that unlike the brand name iPod, which is a new verbal coinage without precedent in any natural language, iPhone is a homophone of an English
language sentence that, in a colloquial abbreviation, describes the activity of
using a telephone in the first-person singular. This sentence, the court argued,
belongs in the public domain and cannot become the property of a person
or other legal entity. As far as I know, the court’s decision has so far not been
detrimental to Apple’s business interests. No competitor has dumped lowpriced smartphones named iPhone on the relatively small market of Switzerland as yet. One could, of course, argue that it was never Apple’s intention to
own a part of a natural language or the practice thereof. But I would claim
that the court’s intuition was basically correct. In a way, an ownership stake in
what the buyer does with the device is precisely what the iPhone (and other
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smartphones) are all about. Smartphones in general, and the iPhone in particular, are operated through apps that allow for specific activities and come
in many varieties—but also at a price. As a customer, you pay for the license
to do what you want with the device you already own. In a way, this is not
much different from the introduction of pay TV at the end of the 1970s. But
then again, the app is something fundamentally new. It expands the market
for media beyond devices and programs and extends into the realm of social
behavior. Apple sells gadgets and software, but, perhaps more importantly,
it also sells patterns of activity and behavior. The iPhone calls into question
the distinctions among medium, format/program, and user. We are now
free to look and touch, but we pay a price for access to that new regime of
knowledge.

N OT ES
1. Thomas Elsaesser, “Early Film History and Multi-Media: An Archaeology of
Possible Futures?” in New Media, Old Media: A History and Theory Reader, ed. Wendy
Hui Kyong Chun and Thomas Keenan (New York: Routledge, 2005), 15.
2. Nanna Verhoeff, “Theoretical Consoles: Concepts for Gadget Analysis,” Journal
of Visual Culture 3 (2009): 290.
3. Ibid., 280, 296.
4. http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/entertainment/314327.stm retrieved 10.02.2011.
5. In critical literature, on of the earliest instances to highlight this connection was
probably an article by Andrew Gordon, “E.T. as Fairy Tale,” Science Fiction Studies 10,
no. 3 (1983): 293–305.
6. http://www.tagesanzeiger.ch/digital/internet/iPhone-Stunde-Null/story/10695895
(10 February 2011).
7. Vivian Sobchack, The Address of the Eye: A Phenomenology of Film Experience
(Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1992); Sobchack, Carnal Thoughts: Embodiment and Moving Image Culture (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2004);
Laura Marks, The Skin of Film: Intercultural Cinema, Embodiment, and the Senses (Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 2000); Marks, Touch: Sensuous Theory and Multisensory Media (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2002).
8. Constance Classen, “Museum Manners: The Sensory Life of the Early Museums,” Journal of Social History 4 (2007): 896.
9. Ibid., 900.
10. Ibid., 896, 907.
11. Wanda Strauven, “The Observer’s Dilemma: To Touch or Not to Touch,” in
Media Archaeology: Approaches, Applications, Implications, ed. Erkki Huhtamo and Jussi
Parikka (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2011), 177.
12. Verhoeff, “Theoretical Consoles,” 295–96.

C5870.indb 60

1/30/12 1:24 PM

CHAPTER

4

Media Archaeology, Installation Art,
and the iPhone Experience
J E N N I F E R ST E ETS KA M P

A

iPhone and for smartphones in general come
in many shapes, ranging from practical tools to funny toys. Thus, it is
hardly surprising that media artists, like others who have a hand in digital technologies, use the Apple App Store to distribute their work. The App
Store is used not only for new work but also for the emulation, migration,
and reinterpretation of older media artworks, some of which were originally
designed for desktop computers and the World Wide Web but find new functionalities, such as the possibility of touch, in smartphone apps. In practical
terms, this appears to be a logical choice. As the artist and researcher Jonah
Brucker-Cohen suggests on rhizome.org, the App Store paradigm seems to
solve some of the main problems of distribution that artists were still confronting during the 1990s desktop era.1 Now, media art blends almost seamlessly with other apps, and it is sometimes hard to distinguish it from more
“commercial” creative inventions.
The issue of discriminating between art and nonart, however, will not be
the main focus of this essay, nor will the problem of media art distribution and
preservation, or the iPhone as the epitomization of some original promise. Instead, I will take the fact that artists use the iPhone to revisit and revivify their
own media technological past as an anecdotic point of departure for my own
reflections on the iPhone experience, media archaeology, and moving-image
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installation art. Concerning the media-archaeological emphasis of this article,
Erkki Huhtamo’s early art-related approach provides a rather helpful model of
thinking. Huhtamo has pointed out the tendency of early 1990s media art to
become a framework for revisiting the media-technological past. Within this
context, he describes the artists’ “archaeological” approach as not necessarily
excluding newer technologies but using them to construct links and connections with media history, pointing to possible blanks and forgotten paths.2
While Huhtamo mainly refers to artists’ strategically putting new technologies into dialogue with older ones (some of which are already obsolete),
to conceive artworks as tools for analyzing relations between present and past
could be considered productive in a much wider sense, as could the idea of
new technologies that allow for retracing one’s steps as a media historiographer. As I would like to claim, even in works of art that do not explicitly
address media change, experiential aspects of predominant technologies and
media formations—such as GPS-based smartphone applications and cinematic modes of perception—can be detected and related to one another.
This is where I come to what I call the “iPhone experience”: a contemporary way of relating to our surroundings for which mobility, embodiment,
and positioning are essential. While the iPhone is still relatively new, it questions many common assumptions about media-technological pasts in ways
that reintegrate mobile technologies with various other histories, from cinema and television to “low-tech” and “no-tech” experiences in diverse environments. My analysis will revolve around a set of notions related to the
iPhone experience: “layering,” “positioning,” and “location awareness,” terms
that are derived from the mobile-tech contexts of digital imaging, augmented
reality, and GPS-based data generation and retrieval. To test my findings, I
have chosen what might at first sight seem a rather unlikely case study, a
monitor-based installation work: Kutluğ Ataman’s Küba (2005), which is
contemporary and timely in a thematic sense but technologically more oldfashioned, not least in that it predates the launch of the iPhone in 2007. Ultimately, the aim of this essay is to show that the iPhone experience, in fact,
extends and exceeds the realm of the iPhone or smartphone itself, and can,
thus, function as a vantage point for media archaeological comparison.

The iPhone experience
This type of experience draws heavily on the possibility of changing and
taking positions in space, and it presupposes embodied human perception.
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Many smartphone applications make these features rather explicit. For instance, iPhone and Android apps such as the Layar Reality Browser enable
a different experience of urban territory as they provide a virtual expansion
of the concrete physical reality the user encounters. The Netherlands Architecture Institute has used this software to develop its own app, called UAR
(Urban Augmented Reality), which promises an expanded experience of the
city by offering information about particular architectural constellations the
user encounters and three-dimensional models of future scenarios concerning specific sites. In that respect, one could talk about a double projection of
past and future onto one temporarily fixed and always augmented “present,”
which the mobile device is pointed at.
But there are obviously many other examples of applications that “augment” reality, many of which use GPS data to localize the position of the
user.3 What is generally relevant in the case of these augmentation strategies, which are broadly associated with the field of augmented reality, is the
fact that the information is embedded in existing physical environments. In
contrast to virtual reality, which tries to overcome the gap between “here
and now” and a “there and then” of a second, simulated space that ought
to replace physical reality, AR acknowledges the impossibility of a perfect, multisensory illusion and, thus, of absolute approximation. The small
screen of the handheld mobile device is therefore not at all at odds with
the app-driven attempt to enhance local and time-specific experiences, as
the screen space does not serve as a substitute for the real thing: it rather
helps us understand our surroundings by offering extra layers and additional
information.
Yet in an even less literal and probably more flexible sense, AR can also be
associated with general enrichment of urban territory as Lev Manovich has indicated with his broad notion of “augmented space,” which includes all kinds
of information-saturated physical environments and goes beyond a strict
technology-specific understanding of what “augmentation” could entail.4
Even though Manovich suggests that the resulting experiences are something
new—based on the inseparability of physical space and informational layers—
the very notion of inseparability and the non-techno-determinist angle that
enable comparisons with more human-centered, hermeneutic approaches to
urban encounters also point toward a predigital and proto-electronic past. In
fact, if “information” and “data” are thought of as not strictly derived from
the computational context of information processing but in relation to human
cognition, the notion of augmented space might offer valuable insights on
how to conceptualize site-related experiences in a more general way, that is,
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from the perspective of various “interfaces” for which site-related iPhone use
is merely the most obvious example.

Layering
Beyond the confines of techno-determinist literalism, this understanding of
urban layering and the fundamentally expansive dimensions and enhancing
qualities of the iPhone experience allows for addressing similar qualities in
quite different, less “high-tech” contexts, such as the aforementioned fortychannel installation Küba by the Turkish artist and filmmaker Kutluğ Ataman. In Küba, old television sets are combined with secondhand furniture in
the exhibition space, and each of them shows one of forty interviews with the
inhabitants of an Istanbul shanty town of the same name, an urban conglomeration that cannot be found on any map. The stories that are told reflect the
precarious state of the neighborhood, which serves as a shelter for dissidents
of all kinds, people who often have problems with the Turkish state apparatus for ethnic, political, or religious reasons.5 The thread of these narrations
seems to be the attempt to somehow locate and relocate oneself in the hope
of eventually making a place “one’s own” (which is, essentially, a quest for
selfhood, a recurring theme in Ataman’s work).
Before traveling to various other venues (including mobile spaces), the
work was shown at an abandoned mail-sorting office at the heart of London.6
Subsequently, the TV sets were dispersed through the city, to be installed
individually at various public and semipublic venues, from charitable organizations and service companies to educational and cultural institutions, where
they established a new type of dialogue with the existing environment. In
fact, one could conceive of Ataman’s artistic strategy as an attempt to add additional “layers” to a present situation: adding Istanbul to London; cinema,
television, and the home to the art space; the inhabitants’ accounts to spaces
where rather different stories unfold. However, this “layering” should not
be taken too literally; it has to be considered mainly in terms of conceptual
complexity, the layers referring to the different interpretive dimensions of a
singular situation tied to a particular site. Hence, they are at once concrete
and imaginary, tangible and projective. In this sense, they are not only of a
spatial or site-related but also temporal and historical.
Interestingly, this methodic layering closely resembles a more “hermeneutic,” that is, human-centered, understanding of site-related information retrieval, as Irit Rogoff has recently described in terms of a practice of “regional
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imagining,” a notion she develops in regard to another, related work by Ataman (Mesopotamian Dramaturgies [2009]). This practice is foremost defined
as “a relationship to place and space that projects upon it a series of possible
expansions not perhaps materially available but that have deep roots within
what we perceive as the realm of the possible.” Correcting herself slightly, she
subsequently makes clear that “it is a projection that has nothing to do with
expansion but rather relates to the effort to think oneself into another relation to the world.” And, as she states further on, this “regional imagining”
manifests itself as a “cultural, topographic layering of numerous coexisting
narratives and time-scales,” which are, however, interwoven to such a degree
that they no longer constitute separate archaeological strata, not unlike the
strata of Manovich’s augmented space.
Indirectly referring back to the urban theme of Küba, this idea is directly
derived from the experience of Istanbul. Rogoff describes how she and the
artist Stefan Roemer, while researching for an Ataman exhibition, were
guided through the city by local culture workers, who explained to them
which people—such as Armenians, Jews, Greeks, and so on—lived at various
locations in earlier phases of history. Rogoff speaks in this context of a “larger
past self.” Thus, “regional imagining” is also about positioning oneself; it is a
method of “(self) regioning.” It implies a possibility “to activate and to actualize notions of location away from being located by an authority of knowledge
or a political authority.”7 Yet even if this is initially about human memory and
imagination, it still has a lot in common with other types of urban layering,
for instance, the “layers” of digital images on handheld devices, in which realtime recordings of actual sites are combined with site-specific data. A fitting
example for this is (alternative) sightseeing apps that allow city visitors to
access historical information about particular sites.8

Positioning
A second important characteristic of the iPhone experience is the double
sense of positioning oneself and of positioning technologies, that is, tracking technologies (as in GPS). Positioning is impossible without a fundamentally mobile user or spectator, which, at the same time, is also one of
the key characteristics of installation art, and of Küba in particular. However, in this case, considering the nature of the work, the mobility of the
spectator might rather be associated with “zapping behavior” than with
making use of apps to retrieve location-based data. Hence, the main media-
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technological framework that is referenced in the case of Küba seems to be
television rather than mobile technologies, especially considering the homelike feel of the presentation, which is evoked by the secondhand furniture and
TV sets.9
Interestingly, the emphasis is not on the live qualities of television broadcasting here (as it is with many TV-related artworks from previous decades)
but on the specificities of watching television, that is, of the reception situation. It seems to point to the living-room experience as a “default position,”
an assumption that is immediately undermined by the fact that, in the London version, the monitors subsequently traveled to other locations. Yet their
reinstallment at various other sites in the city did not make their placement
appear “unnatural”; it almost seemed as if they had always been there. At this
point, TV is apparently linked to a broader urban screen culture, similar to
what Anna McCarthy suggests with her observation that television is not a
placeless medium but inhabits all kinds of sites (including public space). In
that respect, it is always already augmenting reality, at times even closer to
urban screen culture than to the living room.10 From this viewpoint, television and mobile technologies are much more closely related than one would
initially assume.11
It is rather striking, then, that most of the Küba interviews are conducted
in interior spaces (only a few are seemingly located in private gardens), a fact
that is mirrored by the homely arrangement of the initial exhibition space.
Nowhere do the viewers get any street views, aerial shots, or impressions
of the neighborhood that would allow them to locate and identify a place.
The ambiguity of the subjects’ positioning, which is also present in the unmapped status of the neighborhood, becomes visible. Paradoxically, this does
not happen through a total denial of location and an acknowledgment of
placelessness (as is often performed by Web- and desktop-related media theories), but through a simultaneous recognition of both site-relatedness and
embededdness, on the one hand, and the possibility of repositioning, on the
other. One’s position is never fixed, yet it is context-specific. The “there” and
“then” still have to be determined and therefore remain temporarily unstable.
As deictic markers, they are so-called shifters, a kind of discursive placeholder,
a linguistic notion that Thomas Elsaesser has linked to the screening event
of cinema.12 In addressing the apparent indeterminacy of the “there,” Küba
exposes the relative ambiguity of positioning as one of the key principles of
site-related imagination techniques, of which mobile technologies are probably the most paradigmatic.
But one could even go further at this point: translated to the “here and
now” of the installation, there is an interesting parallel between the indeter-
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minacy of the “there” and the mobility of the exhibition visitors (“here”),
who move around between the screens without ever been assigned a final
place. The various positions they can inhabit in the space are initially not
occupied but are simultaneously articulated as potential places of (re-)positioning. They are shifters, too—in both a discursive and spatial sense—as
they enable the visitors to construct the “text” of the artwork through spatial
movement but also refer to their literal mobility, to their ability to shift, to
change their position in space. This tendency is complemented by the fact
that, because of the installation’s continuous relocation, the screens are, in
fact, mobile, even if their movement is rather slower than that of mobile devices. Thus, the spatial arrangement is based on a fundamental flexibility—or
ambiguity—concerning the positions it enables—“here” or “there.” Yet the
“content” remains related to the place one positions oneself in, where a screen
or device is temporarily located. In that, Küba resembles so-called locative
media practices. I would suggest that the installation does not simply stage a
television audience, but it also evokes the “we” of mobile technologies.
The necessity of spatial positioning and continuous relocation for accessing new information suggests that moving-image installations overlay the
museum (or comparable art spaces) with cinema- or television-related “data”
and that the museum itself—as much as television or cinema, for that matter—
includes properties that are connected to the field of mobile technologies, such
as the mobility of the audience members or the (relative) mobility of the frame.
In this regard, the installation is as much a model of museum experience as an
interface among various media-technological dispositifs. As a consequence, it
also allows for comparisons between the museum and the individual media
constellations. This is not to say that there are no differences between the museum and the “mobile” experience. Obviously, my argument functions only
if human imaginative experience remains the main focus of attention rather
than technological specificities. And even then, there may be important points
where the different frameworks do not converge. Yet from the perspective of
the notions explored in this essay—layering, positioning, location awareness—
there seem to be striking parallels, shedding light on media-historical relationships beyond the confines of media-technological determination. In that
respect, the iPhone merely suggests a higher degree of flexibility on certain
levels (for instance, in regard to the mobility of the screen), while being more
restrictive than older media on others (for example, tracking or the controlling
aspects of data management). In the end, however, this appears more as a question of degree (or radicalization) than categorical distinction—at least from the
viewpoint of the users and their relationship to what is accessible in terms of
information, in other words, what can be experienced.
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Installation art, as famously suggested by Douglas Gordon’s 24 Hour
Psycho (1993), is often about the asymmetry between the seemingly limitless
amount of archived material, including the infinite possibilities of recombination, and the spatiotemporal restrictions of its experience.13 This, however,
is also a feature of mobile technology applications that make use of GPS and
database information: site-related access resembles human embodied experience in that it excludes access to the totality of data “out there.” The “here and
now” is overlaid by just a small section of the “there and then”—elsewhere
and in the past/future, or even in relation to the actual site. Positioning, in
this sense, is also a method of selection and framing—just like pointing your
iPhone at a particular site in order to retrieve relevant information.

Location Awareness
But where does this leave us? What about the way installation art oscillates
between the two poles of devices and human memory and imagination?
Doesn’t it gloss over important differences between the media configurations
it incorporates and invokes? Isn’t the associative use of AR-related notions
such as “layering” and “positioning” too problematic?
In this section I will examine the potential conceptual discrepancies between Küba and the iPhone experience, centered around the notion of “location awareness.” Thomas Elsaesser’s 2003 text “ ‘Where Were You When . . . ?;
or, ‘I Phone, Therefore I Am,’ ”14 begins with a small anecdote about a homeless man walking and talking to himself. Elsaesser used to encounter this man
frequently in a particular part of Amsterdam,and one day saw someone else
who seemed to exhibit the same kind of behavior—a mobile phone user. No
longer unacceptable social behavior, public self-involvement was suddenly
everywhere. Yet, according to Elsaesser, there is a fundamental difference between the two individuals: while the homeless person has fallen through the
social net, the guy who was talking on the phone was not only in contact with
somebody else, he was also technologically tracked, reassuring him of his very
existence. As Elsaesser phrases it: “I am the pinpointed set of coordinates in a
global positioning system. I phone, therefore I am.”15
As much as this quote points to the fundamental unavoidability of positioning and the way our experience is dependent on it, it also exposes the
location-aware technological features of tracking and data collection that go
along with the use of GPS-based applications but are clearly not part of more
old-fashioned moving-image installations such as Küba. According to the
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media artists and theorists Marc Tuters and Kazyz Varnelis, spatial positioning, in the context of mobile technologies, is connected to two different strategies of data generation: “Broadly speaking, locative media projects can be
categorized under one of two types of mapping, either annotative—virtually
tagging the world—or phenomenological—tracing the action of the subject
in the world.”16 While Tuters and Varnelis mainly discuss artistic interventions that employ these technological strategies to create extensions of reality
or increase the user’s awareness of a location, it stills seems a valuable distinction concerning the different dimensions of AR applications in general. One
might even divide the second characteristic of locative media—tracing the action of the subject—into two subcategories: the supra-systemic perspective of
data mining, for which the users are interesting only because their behavior
generates economically relevant data; and the singular perspective of accessing local data, which is linked to an individual’s experience of a particular site.
Both occur in relation to the first type of—annotative—mapping, but the way
the configuration of subject-device-site is conceptually framed differs vastly.
The first is about sensed data, the second about the human sensorium—two
types of location awareness, so to speak.17
From the supra-systemic (economic, technological, posthumanist) angle,
there might be a huge difference between the residents of Küba and the “we”
of mobile technologies. While the inhabitants of the neighborhood derive
their identity from the fact that they (want or have to) remain untraceable
and uncontrollable, iPhone users actually take pleasure in the fact that they
are constantly reminded of their localizability (whether this happens in the
context of activist artistic projects or in regard to commercial applications).
In that respect, the distinction between the two groups of people is not unlike
the differentiation between Elsaesser’s homeless guy and the mobile phone
user: untraced and marginalized (with both its positive and negative connotations) vs. traced and instrumentalized but seemingly participating. And, in
many respects, the problem is obviously even more complex than that.

Making a Place One’s Own
Nonetheless, a radical differentiation can only occur at the supra-systemic
level because the experiential dimension suggests a shared common ground
based on continuous dislocation or repositioning, attempts to (re-)locate
oneself, that is to say, to make a place one’s own, similar to Rogoff’s notion of
“(self) regioning.” This is all about relating in a particular way to a specific
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environment, which is also reflected by Julian Bleecker and Jeff Knowlton’s
more experience-based definition of “locative media”:
The locative media that is of most immediate concerns is that made by
those who create experiences that take into account the geographic locale
of interest, typically by elevating that geographic locale beyond its instrumentalized status as a “latitude longitude coordinated point on earth” to
the level of existential, inhabited, experienced and lived place. These locative media experiences may delve “into” the historical surface of a space to
reveal past events or stories (whether fictional, confessional or standing
on consensus as factual). Locative media experiences may also cross space,
connecting experiences across short or long geographic, experiential, or
temporal distances. At its core, locative media is about creating a kind of
geospatial experience whose aesthetics can be said to rely upon a range of
characteristics ranging from the quotidian to the weighty semantics of lived
experience, all latent within the ground upon which we traverse.18

Even though Bleecker and Knowlton still consider GPS technologies a
“boundary marker” for the category, this reading nevertheless indicates a view
from the inside that raises questions radically different from what I have called
the supra-systemic vision and creates opportunities for tracing links and connections between different sets of media practices, now and in the past.
The shift to embedded experience is also what eventually motivates Rogoff’s project—and Ataman’s, as he makes clear that the people he is interested in “are not on the periphery of society but in the very center of their
own lives.”19 The perspective is always that of multiple selves distributed in
space, taking place at the same time. One could also argue that beyond any
literal data sensing by the apparatus, the installation could also be conceptualized as “location aware” since it establishes a relationship between what it
gives access to—that is, Küba, the place—and the “here and now” of Küba,
the installation, which is located in an equally abandoned space. In this way,
the installation functions as a context in which parallels among different media-technological dispositifs and sociocultural contexts can be detected.
Hence, media history is not a history only of particular technologies and
devices or even spatiotemporal arrangements. It can also take the form of an
archaeology of embodied human experience, constructed along the lines of
different groupings of a “here and now” vis-à-vis a “there and then,” related to
particular sites, with the possibilities of positioning within the configuration
as a focal point. The necessity for positioning induced by the era of mobile
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technologies opens our view to the fact that even television and cinema ask
the viewer-users to position themselves in a particular space. As the (human)
iPhone experience points to experience per se as an overarching principle and
connecting factor, it serves as an important reminder of its irreducibility. Employed in a conceptual way, it becomes the main ground on which to explore
the various feedback loops between cultural tropes and technological developments, without taking one as the mere supplement or result of the other.
In effect, the iPhone experience points to the fact that all (human) experience
is essentially layered, positioned, and location aware.
Let me finish by returning to the tendency, mentioned in the beginning of
my essay, of media artists re-creating their 1990s desktop work as an iPhone
app. While giving the initial impression of conceiving of the “iPhone” as an
eschatological endpoint of technological development, finally allowing the
artworks to behave properly, “like they were supposed to,” I would argue for
the reverse: the fact that it was possible to “iPhonize” them maybe suggests
that the iPhone (or any similar device), despite its new technological possibilities and applications, heavily draws on existing conceptual principles and
experiential parameters, explicating and enhancing their realities.
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Hard Candy
K R I STO P H E R L . CA N N O N A N D J E N N I F E R M . BA R K E R

Hold your breath. Make a wish.
Count to three. Come with me,
And you’ll be in a world of pure imagination.
—Willy Wonka and the Chocolate Factory, 1971
“No touching, no meddling, and no tasting!
Is that agreed?”
—ROA LD DA H L , Charlie and the Chocolate Factory, 1964

F

appearance, the iPhone offered what no other phone or
music player or computer did: a uniquely hand-held device that, while
satisfying the soberest of adult telecommunication needs, also appealed
to the inner child. Its makers marketed the iPhone not just as a phone in the
ordinary sense of the word but as a magic tablet of a kind, capable of the most
amazing transformations right before our very eyes. It’s a phone, an MP3
player, a movie player, a camera, a noisemaker, a flashlight, a gaming device,
a GPS, a Web browser, a carpenter’s level, and so on and so on.
Apple’s most recent interfaces and ad campaigns have cultivated an attitude of childlike wonder on the part of its consumer base, in part by shrewdly
maintaining an atmosphere of mystery and magic surrounding the product
and its inner workings. Indeed, part of the joy and pleasure in using the
iPhone lies in the way it seems to work “as if by magic.”1 In this sense, Steve
Jobs and the Apple designers recall Willy Wonka who, when asked how his
glass elevator manages to move in any direction whatsoever and stay aloft
without the use of cables or any visible support system, answers, “ ‘Candy
power! One million candy power!’ ”2
The parallel between Steve Jobs and Willy Wonka is instructive on many
levels. Both are visionary CEOs faced with the difficult task of naming a
successor to a company that has come to represent, more than a product, a
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school of thought and a devoted fan base. Though a biographical and industrial comparison is tempting, we will entertain instead the idea that the phenomenon of the iPhone is itself like candy in that—like candy—it demands,
provokes, and enables a kind of experience that is fundamentally contradictory, in ways that are variously productive and problematic.3 The iPhone encourages playful behavior wherein users are allowed to ignore the boundary between function and fun, as Steve Jobs affirms when he tells Stanford
University graduates to “stay hungry, stay foolish.”4 In short, Apple invites
its adult consumers to play with their iPhones in the way children play with
their food.
Moreover, the iPhone designers and marketers share Willy Wonka’s profoundly ambivalent attitude toward the nature of childhood itself. For Apple,
as for Wonka, childlike play is idealized and feared at the same time, something to be celebrated—indeed, recruited—but it is also to be tamed. We will
argue that the iPhone—as both machine and marketing campaign—trains us
to be a particular kind of consumer, one who relishes the pleasure the iPhone
has to offer with childlike amazement but who learns to enjoy in moderation
and, ultimately, to keep one’s hands to oneself.

Play with Your Food and Your Phone
We are told, as children, to not play with our food, but, as Steven Connor
notes, sweets are designed to be playthings.5 They are “things that we do
things to,” handling them before placing them in our mouths “where we play
with them anew. . . . Sweets are meant to go in and out . . . the only kind of
food that we are allowed to see the results of eating.” As such, “they give us
access to an otherwise most secret and invisible process, [that] of rendering
something part of the outside world part of us.” This notion of “rendering”
is key not only to the experience of candy but also to the experience of childhood, both of which, Connor tells us, “let nothing persist as it merely, drearily is.”6 In the imaginative world of childhood, where “children are shown
as having a knack for metaphorical substitution,”7 things can transform magically and materially into other things: a cardboard box is both a container and
a castle, a wooden spoon both a kitchen utensil and a magic wand. Candy is
similarly metamorphic. It constantly takes the shape of something else; think
of gummi bears, chocolate bunnies, ring pops, marshmallow Peeps, candy
necklaces, and even (on the darker side of things) candy cigarettes or licorice
whips.
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The metamorphic pleasures of candy are also multisensory pleasures, for,
as Connor writes, “sweetness is always more than taste.” This is not only because taste is inextricably bound up with smell, sight, and touch but also
because sweetness derives from the interactive “essence of eating” rather than
from the ingredients themselves.8 Though people young and old experience
any given phenomenon through multiple senses simultaneously, children are
especially unbound by schematic, Aristotelian divisions of the senses into five
discrete modalities. Roald Dahl emphasizes this characteristic of his book’s
hero early on:
Every day, little Charlie Bucket, trudging through the snow on his way to
school, would have to pass Mr. Willy Wonka’s giant chocolate factory. And
every day, as he came near to it, he would lift his small pointed nose high
in the air and sniff the wonderful sweet smell of melting chocolate. Sometimes, he would stand motionless outside the gates for several minutes on
end, taking deep swallowing breaths as though he were trying to eat the
smell itself.
(Charlie and the Chocolate Factory, 38)

In other words, Connor explains, “sweet things really do not taste of themselves; they taste of our own pleasure in them.”9 The pleasure of the iPhone,
like its siblings, is not what it does, but what it invites us to do to it, and how
it invites all of our senses to the table. Apple imagines, designs and markets every product, including the iPhone, in a similar way: as technologies
that go beyond function, as art objects and playthings designed to appeal to
multiple senses and to provoke an interactive engagement with them, right
down to their curvaceous contours, smooth textures, and colorful surfaces.10
Apple’s aesthetic yields products that, like the fruit that inspires the company name and logo, are pretty, playful, even “lickable,” “candy-colored,” and
“delicious.”11
Styled in distinctive Apple fashion (and a far cry from the stale, bargainbin phones with which consumers and industry leaders were familiar), the
iPhone immediately sparked enthusiasm. Before the iPhone was announced
to consumers, Steve Jobs met with AT&T in 2006 to show the prototype
to Stan Sigman, who was regarded as a conservative, engineering-oriented
executive in the mobile telephone industry. Wired rumored that after seeing
the iPhone, Sigman became “uncharacteristically effusive, calling the iPhone
‘the best device I have ever seen.’ ” Sigman reacted with amazement. His reaction draws attention to a shift in the mobile phone handset market, where
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industry leaders had come to think of handsets as “cheap, disposable lures . . .
to snare subscribers.”12
Upon the iPhone’s first unveiling and subsequent public preview at MacWorld in 2007, references to Apple gestured toward not only the awe-inspiring
magic of its products but also the central role played by its leader. By one account, 2007 became a “magically significant year” for Apple, whose “secret
weapon” was Steve Jobs, who seemed to many to be “Willy Wonka and Harry
Potter rolled up into one.”13 If Jobs bears a resemblance to Wonka because
of his penchant for control over and personal involvement with successful
design aesthetics, the iPhone also recalls some of the candyman’s confections.
Indeed, in its first form, the iPhone was said to look “like an expensive
bar of chocolate wrapped in aluminum and stainless steel.”14 Like the bar of
chocolate Charlie unwraps in hopes of finding a Golden Ticket, the iPhone is
a multisensory feast. While iPhones build on functions at work in the iPod,
the iPhone does much more than continue or reference the older hardware.
The iPhone is no skeuomorph, merely referencing (and reducible to) traces
of previous technological interfaces.15 The iPhone’s multisensory modalities
involve transformation and incorporation in the way child’s play and children’s candy do. It is an additive technology (in addition to being addictive,
for some): it does this and this and . . . and so on. In the process, the iPhone
reconfigures our senses by becoming multisensory.
Listen: Its function as MP3 player is as popular and pronounced as its conventional phone functions, of course, and its sound is not only clear but also
intimate. The iPhone begs to be plugged into users’ ears but is, simultaneously, willing to listen to us (speak on the phone, speak commands through
voice control, or speak to ourselves while we record voice memos), which
collapses the distance between inside (the machine) and outside (our bodies).
Touch: The iPhone was among the first devices to omit the conventional
keypad, and it introduced an entirely different kind of tactile interaction. As
Wonka’s lickable wallpaper invited users to taste décor in rather unconventional ways, an early advertising slogan for the iPhone was “Touching Is Believing,” which tells us how to believe in magical, seemingly impossible transformations, not everyday correspondences.16 From the moment we turn it on we
are invited to touch—the ironic “click” of the keys in fact conjures up a sense
of pressure and compression that isn’t really there—as well as to tap, slide,
swipe, turn, flip, shake, pinch, and more.
Orient: While there is still no way to “smell” the iPhone (one imagines
there’ll be “an app for that” soon enough), it involves the “sixth sense,”
or proprioception, in a way no other phone does: its accelerometer gives
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it the preternatural ability to match the image’s orientation—portrait or
landscape—to its user’s physical orientation in space—upright or horizontal.
This function is amazing but also somewhat dizzying, prompting Apple to
include an orientation-locking feature in iOS 4.0 for the iPhone, but, dizzying or orientated, we still want to feel and see it.
Look: Its most notable feature, perhaps, offers both tactile and visual
pleasure—the slick, shiny touch screen beckons the user’s fingertips to its sentient surface. Indeed, Apple proclaims that their retina display in the iPhone
4 is the “sharpest, most vibrant, highest-resolution phone screen ever,” which
is merely an extension of other rave reviews for its eye-catching colors and astonishing definition.17 Apple’s second TV advertisement for the iPhone called
itself a “How To,”18 but a generation raised on conventional push-button
phones might have been thinking “How on earth?” Here, we see the iPhone
being held by a human hand, in close-up, as a voiceover offers simple explanations: “This is how you turn it on. This is your music. This is your e-mail.
This is the Web. And this is a call—on your iPhone.” The iPhone’s deceptively
simple form entices us to watch carefully as it morphs, like an Everlasting
Gobstopper, from one thing to the next.
Like the Gobstopper, the iPhone requires our rapt attention, and unlike the stale hard candies found at the bottom of Grandma’s purse or stuck
between the cushions of the living-room sofa, the iPhone offers up endless
play and transformation. It’s “eye candy” in the most playful and profound
sense, but when it comes to making sense of the iPhone, it seems that WYS
is anything but WYG.19 As Willy Wonka and Alice in Wonderland knew, Steven Connor explains, the “meaning [of sweets] is pure metamorphosis. . . .
Sweets are magical objects, because their shape is there to be transformed, to
transform themselves under our touch. They are subtle, paradoxical, alchemical, polymorphous substances.”20

(Some) Children Are the Future
As meticulous as they are about their products, Jobs and Wonka are even
more selective when it comes to their fans and followers. Both visionary
CEOs have a distinct, and contradictory, image of the ideal consumer for
their product. If, as Connor says, sweet things taste of our pleasure in them,
Jobs and Wonka exact precise control over that particular ingredient as well.
We must be trained to be “good users” who take pleasure in just the right
way. In Roald Dahl’s novel, both filmed versions, and telecom industry ac-
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counts of the iPhone, certain characters arise who model “good” and “bad”
behaviors.
Tim Richardson addresses the competitive nature of the confectionary
industry, which structures secrecy as a “necessity for originality and innovation.”21 This is why, of course, the worst kinds of “consumers” are thieves
and spies. Wonka makes his long-standing animosities plain as he and his
troupe of children visit the Inventing Room: “ ‘Old Fickelgruber would give
his front teeth to be allowed inside just for three minutes! So would Prodnose and Slugworth and all the other rotten chocolate makers!’ ” (87). It’s
much the same in the mobile media world, where even inadvertent mistakes
can lead to a corporate crisis.
March 19, 2010, would have come and gone like any other day on Apple’s Cupertino campus had Gray Powell not left his phone—an iPhone
prototype—at the bar where he had celebrated his birthday the night before.
This phone, deceptively encased to look like an iPhone 3GS, was uncased to
reveal the much-anticipated iPhone 4. Gizmodo obtained this phone weeks
later (in exchange for $5,000 in cash) and gave the public a first look. Technology blogs like Gizmodo are adept at reporting rumors about Apple products they assume or hope are approaching release, but Gizmodo’s iPhone 4
acquisition twisted this typical rumor-mill model. The focus on product releases by technology blogs, followed by frenzied comments and speculations,
affirms consumer desires to know about or see Apple products before their
release,22 which becomes an obvious motivation for Steve Jobs to drive demand by securing Apple’s Cupertino campus against employees who might
share product information or prototypes.
Unlike Wonka, Jobs cannot simply close down production and shut the
factory gates, nor can (or ought) he import a reliable, indentured team of
Oompa-Loompas from far-flung lands to take over production. Apple’s security, steeped in paranoia about product information leaks or theft, is no
different than the security devised for candy and confection companies like
Wonka’s. Until Gizmodo acquired Powell’s iPhone 4, Apple’s “legendary
security” had worked perfectly. Product information remained private until
release—aside from “a blurry factory photo here, or some last-minute information strategically whispered to some friendly media there.” Most products
are protected “behind armored doors, with security locks with codes that
change every few minutes,” and prototypes, like the iPhone 4, are “bolted to
desks” and remain under the watchful eye of “Apple secret police.”23
One might wonder if the iPhone 4 “leak” was no more than a calculated
marketing strategy, but it seems unlikely. Not only does Apple announce or
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reveal products strategically—most of their new hardware is announced during planned events or through “quiet,” unexpected updates on their Webbased storefront—but Apple also took legal action against Gizmodo (and
its owner Gawker Media) to collect their lost property.24 As much as Apple
seeks control over its employees, the blogosphere, and news outlets, it seeks
even more eagerly to control its users and fans, whom the company trains
to be patient users. Apple issues unspoken instructions: be patient consumers, keep your appetites for more in check by waiting until it is your turn to
consume, to play.
“There are five children in this book,” Roald Dahl writes on the opening page
of Charlie and the Chocolate Factory, and all five serve as models (good and
bad) of consumer behavior. Only one will earn Wonka’s respect and the invitation to carry on his legacy: Dahl introduces him simply as “Charlie Bucket,
the hero.” That Wonka chooses Charlie to run the factory says a great deal
about his paradoxical notions of childhood. What makes Charlie heroic, in
the eyes of Wonka at least, is that he’s childlike in all the right ways and none
of the wrong ones.
Childlike wonder is the first and foremost among Wonka’s requirements,
and it seems to be close to Jobs’s heart as well. Apple’s logo, products, and
marketing reflect a similar value placed on amazement and belief in magic
and the impossible. It’s “the Internet in your pocket,” said an iPhone ad.
“People have been dreaming about video calling for decades,” another might
say. “The iPhone makes it a reality, and makes reality magical.” However, as
Connor points out, “sweetness is so important to us, that it generates rituals
and protocols. Sweets are surrounded by complex rules and prescriptions,
the infallible signs of the presence of magic.” If there is something imaginative about taking pleasure in the smell, shape, and texture of candy, there’s
also something potentially rude about “playing” with one’s food in this way.

The iDon’ts: Or, Be Clean, Be Tidy, and Keep Your Hands
to Yourself
Indeed, as imaginative and playful as Wonka is, it is important to note that
he is also very rule-bound and quite bossy, issuing repeated warnings and
prohibitions. “Don’t touch!” he shouts to his guests in the Inventing Room.
“And don’t knock anything over!” (88). If Charlie is a good candidate for
factory owner, it’s because he is first a good consumer: he doesn’t ask too
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many questions, doesn’t push past his awe to figure out just how the magical
things work, and dares not challenge Wonka’s account of things like gravity
and television. The iPhone, too, has distinct “role models” of behavior and
consumption. The iPhone trains us to use it in the “right” way, to be the
“right” kind of user. We should be childlike in all the “right” ways—joyous
and imaginative and playful—but avoid any behavior that might be construed as destructive, demanding, or dismissive by the laws of property and
propriety. We must enjoy but only in ways deemed appropriate by Apple.
Paradoxically, Apple’s desire for control will also incite and foreshadow how
consumers respond to the darker, addictive side of sweets (after all, “candy”
is also slang for cocaine).25
Rule 1: Keep your screen clean. “Are there any more elaborately erotic coverings than the wrappers of sweets, waxy, crackling, filmy-wrinkled?”26 The
iPhone’s “elaborately erotic” touch screen is smooth as glass, inviting to the
sense of touch. Of course, each finger tap, swipe, or caress of the cheek while
taking a call results in a visible trace of our touch, and the pleasure a user
experiences from the iPhone registers tactilely and visually as a smudge on
the face of the phone. Likewise, if one touches the iPhone when it’s already
smudged, one feels the smudge (of whatever, whoever touched it last) being
transferred to one’s fingers. No matter which way we type, touch, press, or
play, there is one guarantee: the iPhone will show signs of its taste for our
touch.27 These touches stick as traces of the iPhone’s response to a user; the
iPhone’s screen shows signs of its taste, appreciation, and even love for our
touch. These are signs of our experiences with sweetness, traces of our enthusiastic consumption of the iPhone’s graphical user interface (GUI), which
ocassionaly becomes a bit gooey.
However, the iPhone is ambivalent about the proximity between bodies
and objects, both attracted to and repulsed by human skin. The smooth,
glassy screen has become increasingly oleophobic with the release of each
new generation. Indeed, Apple provides a microfiber cloth for just this reason, suggesting, like Wonka, that there is something vile about dirtying hardcandy surfaces with human skin and that a proper user will remove those
sweet, sticky traces. Because of these oleophobic screens, an entire (microfiber) cloth industry has emerged, creating iPhone- and iPad-specific products with brand names like “Cloth Addiction.”28 These cottage industries are
not only becoming commonplace but also gesture at screen-cleaning expectations that give way to appropriately clean addictions.
Rule 2: Tidy up! Applications are one of the most obvious ways to play
(rudely) with an iPhone. The applications we personally select and download
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add a layer of richness and individuality to the iPhone user experience. Apple’s iPhone App Store offers millions of applications for users to download,
each addition transforming the phone from its default, factory form. We can
“tweet,” bank, draw, or browse. We can look at our screen through the camera, where our world becomes virtually—almost magically—augmented with
information and graphics from elsewhere. We can confront rather sinister, eggstealing pigs and, with the flick of a finger, send Angry Birds in flight to bring
about their demise. While many applications are free to download, the ability
to purchase apps so easily makes the App Store an ideal environment for a
greedy or gluttonous consumer who must own everything in sight, like the
spoiled rich girl in Dahl’s book. Veruca Salt would be the epitome and the envy
of all iPhone app downloaders because she would doubtlessley sweeten her
iPhone experience by obtaining every application she desires. She could push
the iPhone experience by squirreling away countless applications. Well, almost
countless. The iPhone was restricted to nine pages of applications with sixteen
apps on each page (that’s 144 slots Veruca could fill) until the release of iOS
4.0, which incorporated “folders” as another “layer” for iPhone interaction.
Don’t just tap an app, tap a folder to be hypo-linked,29 splitting the screen
to reveal a deeper layer of the iPhone interface. Folders remind us how
candy—like Gobstoppers or Advent calendars—becomes sweeter with additional layered or compartmentalized surprises. We may become guilty of
excessive downloads, but our touches and taps on hypo-linked folders will
take us to apps we’ve long forgotten—apps we hadn’t tried or savored. Folders function as organizational tools, but they easily become “tiny prisons for
truculent apps,” as Ian Bogost humorously quipped.30 Each folder allows us
to hoard more apps on a page or file away the apps we don’t use or like,
but folders can also be used as hiding places. Embarrassed by your Farmville
addiction? File your app at the bottom of a folder where no one can see.
Do your coworkers think you read too many gossip columns? Place your
blog reader in a folder for “travel” to hide the trail to your reading habits.
But, remember: Apple wants us to learn to be tidy app users, to properly
categorize and organize the messiness of numerous app pages. This is why
folders are given a preliminary title if we place two similar apps together, but
when these apps don’t serve the same function, the iPhone will remind us of
Apple’s organizational expectations. Place a game app in a folder with the
Clock app and the iPhone automatically generates a folder label: “Games.”
This automated process suggests one of two things: either one app is a misfit
(the Clock app is usually a “utility”) or that a user enjoys playful, personalized
organization (in this case, a personal take on time).
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Rule 3. Keep your hands to yourself. If Wonka so closely associates himself
with play and pleasure, why does he warn his guests against greed or excessiveness? For that matter, why doesn’t he offer them candy cigarettes? Surely
a man so bent on the addictive properties of his products could capitalize on
candy cigarettes, but Wonka knows best: children mustn’t meddle and must
learn restraint to prevent bad behaviors.
Perhaps the most obnoxious and dangerous addict, in Wonka’s estimation,
is young Mike Teavee who, upon visiting the Television Room, insists on being part of the process, even if he must accelerate things. Despite Wonka’s
urgent warnings of imminent physical danger, Mike chooses to send himself
“over the air” as the first person on Wonka-Vision. His blatant disregard for
rules, as well as his destructive enthusiasm, resembles those iOS jailbreakers
who disregard Apple’s recommendations for appropriate operating-system
use. In many cases, iOS jailbreakers may merely want to have a taste of new
software or programs, to have more than they are offered in the App Store,
just as Mike must appear on Wonka-Vision first and as Violet Beauregarde
cannot resist the temptation to chew the three-course stick of gum before
anyone else in the world. Wonka makes it clear that this product is in its nascent stages and not yet ready for consumption. Violet disregards the warnings and rudely inserts herself into the production process by claiming for
herself the role of product tester.
Ordinarily, Connor writes: “We seek to detain sweetness. That is why so
many sweets are designed to be held in the mouth—or, in a perverse reversal
of the perversity of the sweet, to melt, yearningly and disappointingly on the
tongue. Sweetness is identified with the excess of taste over aliment, with
prolonging itself. In learning how to make sweetness last, children learn on
their tongues the lesson of deferment upon which all cultural life is based,” a
lesson Mike, Violet, and Augustus fail miserably.31 Oddly, Willy Wonka recoils at Augustus’s and Violet’s disgusting habits, yet some of his products
invite this kind of play with the boundaries between inside and outside and
between our bodies and the world. Wonka beams with pride at his invention
of lickable wallpaper and eatable marshmallow pillows, for example, and he
proclaims the Everlasting Gobstopper to be remarkable in part because it
changes color once a week, but he doesn’t explain how would one know
that, unless one is rude enough to take the sticky, wet candy out of one’s
mouth to inspect it. Jailbreakers, who likely relish the criminal allusions of
the nickname they’ve been given, do so in part out of an ornery love for the
object. In that sense, we can draw a direct parallel between “jailbreakers” and
“jawbreakers,” those consumers who love the Gobstopper or the Tootsie Pop,
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for example, but who cannot resist the temptation to break it apart and see
how it works, to see the striated rainbow or the gummy chocolate layer that
produces, respectively, its changing colors or its surprisingly chewy interior.
Jailbreakers may appear to be hungry for more but Apple deems them too
hungry and, Steve Jobs might add, too foolish. Apple tries to control their jailbreaking-prone consumers as if they were Wonka’s children, with insatiable
and thus inappropriate appetites. You want to jailbreak your iPhone? Apple
will void your warranty.32 You want to alter its innards? Apple will childproof
each phone with proprietary screws you can’t remove.33 These consumers enact the childlike wonder that Wonka and Jobs encourage in their fan base and,
in fact, take that wonder to its extreme. “Jailbreakers,” who want more from
their iPhones than Apple offers, support Kathryn Bond Stockton’s description of candy as “the quintessential instance of create-in-order-to-destroy: the
dream of manufacturing what you will profusely and on the spot consume,
not as a necessity but strictly as luxury.”34 When we swallow, we destroy. Jobs,
like Wonka, understands that these are the same kids who stake out a spot
behind the Christmas tree to catch Santa in the act, or tie their loose tooth to
their finger in order to catch the Tooth Fairy. They cannot help but want to
learn the secret of that which entrances them, even if they destroy the object:
the destruction is the pleasure.
We get a sense of this perverse pleasure, this ornery love for their object,
with a phone that’s been Pwned. One of the common jailbreak tools, Pwnage allows consumers to unlock their iPhones and access the file systems restricted by the iOS software. The tool’s default setting is to replace the familiar Apple logo with a pineapple during the jailbreaking process. While there is
an advanced option to remove this custom Pwnage logo, the pineapple logo
replacement is a standard software setting, perhaps a bittersweet touch. Jailbreakers who use tools like Pwnage to “open up” their iPhones can push the
limits of the technology they are given. Are you under a mobile-phone service
contract? Do you want your laptop to use your iPhone’s data connection?
Jailbreakers discovered how to answer these questions before Apple offered
official solutions. The paradox is, of course, that the candy and the iPhone
themselves encourage and invite such “bad behavior” because they appear
to work as if by magic and, indeed, are marketed that way. Wonka doesn’t
offer the children candy cigarettes or cigars because he seems to understand
how childlike curiosity and consumption can go awry. Apple shouldn’t be
surprised by the destructive activity of jailbreakers: by designing products
that work “as if by magic,” they facilitate the desire to see inside or beyond
the surface. Jailbreakers and jawbreakers reveal that the pleasure of cracking

C5870.indb 83

1/30/12 1:24 PM

84

Data Archaeologies

code or candy is intrinsic to the iPhone experience, even though the magic
and mystery disappear in the process.

A World of Imagination
In contrast to the abundance of bad role models Roald Dahl gives us, we get
one Charlie Bucket to show us the way to proper behavior. Charlie—“the
hero” and the good boy, by any measure—is impossibly good, too good to
be true. In Dahl’s original story, there’s really not much to Charlie, who gets
very little dialogue beyond his expressions of wonderment and awe. He inherits the factory because he is Wonka’s ideal fan and follower: imaginative,
open-minded, good-hearted, but not one to ask too many questions or push
boundaries of any kind.
Wonka reveals his ambivalent attitude toward childhood when he divulges
his reasons for putting on this Golden Ticket lottery and factory tour in the
first place: “Mind you, there are thousands of clever men who would give
anything for the chance to come and take over.” Wonka doesn’t want a grown
man to run his factory, though, because “a grownup won’t listen to [him];
he won’t learn. He will try to do things his own way and not mine. So I have
to have a child. I want a good sensible loving child, one to whom I can tell
all my most precious candy-making secrets” (151). Wonka wants it both ways:
smart candy consumers who are full of imagination but who are enthralled
with spectacles he creates. He encourages imagination but wants it kept with
the confines of his own factory and his own rules: “No touching, no meddling, and no tasting! Is that agreed?” (87). One wonders if this wasn’t the
same dilemma facing Jobs and Apple executives as they contemplated the future of the iPhone and their company. Steve Jobs took medical leave on three
occasions in the years preceding his retirement, prompting concerns about
the future of the company. It is as if Jobs functioned as an irreplaceable father
and sole authority, and responses to his absences at Apple—fluctuations in
stock value, for example—echoed this sentiment.35
Jobs understood why Apple is called “crazy” when it alters and changes
its products based on anticipated technological trends or revolutions, but
he imagined that these choices do not affect the consumer. Perhaps this suggests that his notion of the consumer was narrow, decidedly passive, and
even patriarchal.36 The irony is, of course, that this ambivalence toward the
consumer is at odds with the image Apple marketers have always maintained
of their products. The now-famous “Mac vs. PC” ads depict the typical Apple
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fan as a free-thinking, independent, and imaginative hipster in contrast to
the dronelike PC user, constantly at the mercy of the impersonal PC operating system. Ads for the Mac, the iPod, the iPhone, and now the iPad have
repeatedly struck hard the notes of creativity, imagination, and play: MacBooks have “vroom with a view” (2007); “life is random” with iPods (2005):
iPads are “magical,” “revolutionary,” and “delicious” (2010–2011): and the
iPhone continues to “change everything” (2010). At the heart of the iPhone
and, perhaps, of Apple, however, is an unnerving ambivalence toward these
very values. Like candy and Wonka himself, the iPhone invites and provokes
childlike, curious, playful, and “rude” behaviors even as it mitigates against
them in extreme forms. In the design, licensing, and marketing of the phone,
we see an elaborate attempt to negotiate these elements—on the one hand,
taste, touch, smell, pleasure, indulgent consumption, rule-breaking curiosity
and, on the other hand, sight, hearing, moderation, respect for rules, laws of
ownership, trademark—in a way that maintains a deliciously untenable, unstable balance between our senses, between childlike and adult attitudes (or
play and pragmatism), and between the object and its consumer. The iPhone
encourages and desires sticky, intersensorial childlike, imaginative play . . .
but maintains a harder, steadfast form to keep products in hand and users in
check as not to get out of hand.
N OT ES
1. Although we discuss the iPhone, Apple (and Steve Jobs) refers to the iPad as
“magical.” It is interesting and important to note that the iPad was made available to
the public after the iPhone even though it was the prototype with “magical” qualities that structured the iPhone design and interface aesthetic. See Peter Kafka, “Apple
CEO Steve Jobs at D8: The Full, Uncut Interview,” All Things Digital, 7 June 2010,
http://d8.allthingsd.com/20100607/steve-jobs-at-d8-the-full-uncut-interview/
(20 June 2011).
2. Roald Dahl, Charlie and the Chocolate Factory (1964; New York: Penguin, 1998),
147; all further citations appear within the text.
3. Comparing Jobs with Wonka and the iPhone with candy seems to be emerging
within other contexts as well. After we began writing this article we came across an
animation from CollegeHumor.com that portrays Jobs in the role of Willy Wonka
while the Wonka Factory is re-created as an Apple product factory. See Nick Bachman,
“Charlie and the Apple Factory,” CollegeHumor.com, 2 March 2011, http://www
.collegehumor.com/video/6440954/charlie-and-the-apple-factory (20 June 2011).
4. Steve Jobs, “How to Live Before You Die,” Stanford University Commencement Address, 12 June 2005, http://itunes.apple.com/us/itunes-u/steve-jobs-2005commencement/id384463719?i=85145537 (4 October 2011).

C5870.indb 85

1/30/12 1:24 PM

86

Data Archaeologies

5. Recent work by McKenzie Wark and Michiel de Lange confirms that the increasingly thin line between work and play is a key component to the understanding of mobile media. See Michiel de Lange, Moving Circles: Mobile Media and Playful Identities
(Rotterdam: Erasmus University Rotterdam, 2010); McKenzie Wark, Gamer Theory
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2007).
6. Steven Connor, “Sweets,” from BBC Radio 4, Rough Magic, 30 January 2000,
transcript available at http://www.bbk.ac.uk/english/skc/magic/sweets.htm (20 June
2011).
7. Kathryn Bond Stockton, The Queer Child, or Growing Sideways in the Twentieth
Century (Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 2009), 15.
8. Connor explain how “the shape and texture of a sweet, its characteristics as an
object, are vital supplements to its taste.” See Connor, “Sweets.” Further, the more
ethereal qualities of candy—the smell of chocolate and the sound of Pop Rocks, for
example—play up what Connor calls elsewhere the “intersensoriality” of perceptual
experience: Steven Connor, “Intersensoriality,” lecture at The Senses conference,
6 February 2004, http://www.bbk.ac.uk/english/skc/intersensoriality/ (June 20, 2011).
9. Connor, “Sweets.”
10. Jonathan Ive, Apple’s senior vice president for industrial design, is frequently
cited as the driving force behind Apple’s visual aesthetic, which began when he redesigned Apple’s iMac lines to be more curvaceous and colorful and continues to
the present. For more discussion about the Apple design and aesthetic, see Jason D.
O’Grady, Apple Inc. (London: Greenwood Press, 2009).
11. O’Grady, Apple Inc., 13, 99; “Delicious” iPad advertisement (Apple, Inc., 2009).
12. Fred Vogelstein, “The Untold Story: How the iPhone Blew Up the Wireless
Industry,” Wired, 1 September 2008.
13. Tony Avelar, “The Apple of Your Ear,” Time, 12 January 2007, http://www.time
.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,1576854-5,00.html (4 October 2011).
14. Ibid.
15. N. Katherine Hayles defines the skeuomorph as a design feature that has no
function beyond its reference to a technological feature from a previous time. The
example she offers is the artificial stitching on the dashboard of a car, which does
not function beyond citing an historical moment when materials were stitched to fit
car dashboards. See N. Katherine Hayles, How We Became Posthuman: Virtual Bodies in Cybernetics, Literature, and Informatics (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1999), 17.
16. Apple’s advertisement was originally published in Details magazine (August
2007); also discussed on MacDailyNews, “Apple Debuts New iPhone ‘God Phone’
Print Ad (with image),” 12 July 2007, http://macdailynews.com/2007/07/12/apple_
debuts_new_iphone_print_ad_with_image/ (20 June 2011).
17. See “Apple—iPhone 4—Learn About the High-Resolution Retina Display,” Apple, Inc., 2010, http://www.apple.com/iphone/features/retina-display.html (20 June
2011). For examples of the reviews, see Daniel Eran Dilger, “Apple’s iPhone 4 Retina
Display Places First in Lab Tests,” Apple Insider, 1 July 2010, http://www.appleinsider
.com/articles/10/07/01/lab_tests_compare_apples_iphone_4_retina_display_to_rival_
phones.html (20 June 2011).

C5870.indb 86

1/30/12 1:24 PM

Hard Candy

87

18. See http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kL4ZBEOexsk (20 June 2011).
19. The iPhone rejects the “what you see is what you get” interface model, opting
instead for perpetual change and surprise.
20. Connor, “Sweets.”
21. Tim Richardson, Sweets: A History of Temptation (London: Bantam, 2003), 24.
22. Consider one fan-based parody, where unseen but anticipated products are
discussed as if they will magically appear at any moment. See “Mac vs. PC: iPad,” 2010,
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kTsQAFqRbo8 (20 June 2011)
23. Jesus Diaz, “How Apple Lost the Next iPhone,” Gizmodo, 19 April 2010, http://
gizmodo.com/5520438/how-apple-lost-the-next-iphone (20 June 2011).
24. References to these updates are frequently posted on technology blogs under
titles like “Apple Quietly Updates . . .” Apple’s concerns about security are also illustrated by its decision to hire a “Global Director of Security,” who previously specialized in naval warfare information. See Arik Hesseldahl. “Exclusive: Apple Taps
Former Navy Information Warrior for Global Director of Security,” All Things Digital, 22 January 2011, http://newenterprise.allthingsd.com/20110122/apple-taps-formernavy-information-warrior-as-global-director-of-security/ (20 June 2011).
25. The connection between mobile devices and addiction is not new. Consider the
long-standing “Crackberry” nickname for Blackberry devices. See, for example, Gary
Mazo, Martin Trautschold, and Kevin Michaluk, Crackberry: True Tales of Blackberry
Use and Abuse (New York: APress, 2010).
26. Connor, “Sweets.”
27. See, for example, the smudged signs for different applications used on the iPad:
Brian Barrett, “Decoding your iPad’s Smudges,” Gizmodo, 11 February 2011, http://
gizmodo.com/5758143/what-your-ipads-smudges-say-about-how-you-use-it (20 June
2011).
28. See http://www.powerthreads.com/clothaddiction/ (20 June 2011).
29. The tap moves below or “under” the surface, rather than hyperlinking “over”
to another page.
30. Ian Bogost, “I like to think of iOS4’s app folders not as organizing tools, but as
tiny prisons for truculent apps,” ibogost, Twitter for iPhone, 23 June 2010, 1:05 p.m.,
http://www.twitter.com.
31. Connor, “Sweets.”
32. Leander Kahney, “Apple’s Official Response to DMCA Jailbreak Exemption: It
Voids Your Warranty,” Cult of Mac, 26 July 2010, http://www.cultofmac.com/applesofficial-response-to-dmca-jailbreak-exemption-it-voids-your-warranty/52463 (20 June
2011).
33. Kyle VanHemert, “Apple’s Making it Impossible to Open Up Your iPhone by Secretly Swapping Its Screws,” Gizmodo, 20 January 2011, http://gizmodo.com/5738887/
apples-new-screws-make-it-impossible-to-open-up-your-iphone (20 June 2011).
34. Stockton, Queer Child, 238.
35. For references to discussions about Jobs’s medical leaves and retirement, see
Yukari Iwatani Kane, “Apple’s Jobs Takes Medical Leave,” Wall Street Journal, 15 January 2009, http://online.wsj.com/article/SB123196896984882901.html (20 June 2011);
and Yukari Iwantani Kane and Joann S. Lublin, “Apple Chief to Take Leave,” Wall

C5870.indb 87

1/30/12 1:24 PM

88

Data Archaeologies

Street Journal, 18 January 2011, http://online.wsj.com/article/SB100014240527487033
96604576087690312543086.html (20 June 2011). It is not surprising that, in discussions about Tim Cook’s promotion to CEO at Apple, commentators expressed hope
that Cook could bring to the position the enthusiastic and inspirational qualities for
which Jobs is known. Indeed, Engadget’s live blog during the release of the iPhone 4S
describes Cook as looking “cool, comfortable. Genuinely happy and excited,” though
they noted his style to be “a bit more subtle than Steve’s, a bit more understated.” See
Tim Stevens, “Apple’s ‘Let’s Talk iPhone’ Keynote Liveblog!” Engadget, 4 October
2011, http://www.engadget.com/2011/10/04/apples-lets-talk-iphone-keynote-liveblog/
(4 October 2011).
36. Kafka, “Apple CEO.”

C5870.indb 88

1/30/12 1:24 PM

II
Politics of Redistribution

C5870.indb 89

1/30/12 1:24 PM

C5870.indb 90

1/30/12 1:24 PM

CHAPTER

6

Personal Media in the Digital Economy
G Ö RA N B O LI N

T

has become the media technology that by far the
most people in the world have access to. At the time of this writing, the
International Telecommunications Union reports that around 90 percent of the world’s population has access to mobile networks, and that out of
the 5.3 billion mobile subscriptions around the world, 940 million are for 3G
services. These figures should be compared with statistics for Internet users in
the same report, where it is estimated that there will be 2 billion Internet users by the end of 2010 but that penetration is substantially higher in Europe,
the Americas, and the CIS countries.1
One explanation for this enormous spread of the mobile medium is that
it is a truly personal medium that you bring with you as you go. If landline
phones, radio and television, and books and newspapers are collective media,
shared among members of a household, the mobile phone is tightly connected to an individual. This means that households (except single-person
households) that previously shared one landline subscription today have acquired individual subscriptions for all family members. No wonder, then,
that since 2003 there are far more subscriptions for mobile phones than there
are for landline telephones in the world.2
The mobile phone or smartphone—if these are indeed the correct labels
for a multifunctional microcomputer—is a technology undergoing rapid
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transformation. In the 1970s, engineers dreamed about developing “personal
dynamic media” that would overcome some of the limitations of contemporary mass media, making them more dynamic and versatile. The efforts to develop these media, however, concentrated on the personal computer, making
possible alterations of typefaces, drawing, and other human-machine interaction.3 Today, the mobile has become this personal dynamic medium, adding
mobility as its most dynamic feature. With 3G technology, and moving fast
into the fourth generation of mobile devices, the mobile has fewer and fewer
features that make it different from a laptop. This 3G technology has also
contributed to the popularity of the smartphone, and notably the iPhone.
The success of the iPhone among mobile phone users has almost made the
brand synonymous with smartphones, just as other successful brand names in
history have become umbrella terms also for their competitors on the market,
such as Jeep and Xerox. Many have also attributed the success of the iPhone
to its design and to smart PR work, including having hired enthusiasts first in
line at its launch to hype the iPhone as a major innovation. The combination
of high investment in design and PR is, of course, not new, but it might be argued that Apple has been especially successful in integrating these two market
strategies. The iPhone is but one in a row of highly visible products ranging
from the iPod to the most recent iPad. And as the example above indicates,
the success stories around Apple’s products are to a certain extent part of the
PR campaigns, thus making these into self-fulfilling endeavors.
Several authors have pointed to the fact that the iPhone “pushes the mobile much more towards the computers and the Internet.”4 Although the
iPhone was not the first smartphone—Nokia launched its 9000 Communicator in 1996—the popularity of the iPhone has revived and created the market
for the technology. Today, with iPhone being the market driver (“the phone
that has changed phones forever,” as the hype goes),5 many of its competitors
have sought to mimic its success, developing their own similar models with
touch-screen technology, most notably Sony Ericson, Nokia, Siemens, and
HTC. Sales of smartphones have also increased dramatically. In the first three
months of 2010, sales of smartphones in Sweden increased by 244 percent,
and around 50 percent of all phone units sold are smartphones.6
Most of the studies on smartphones such as the iPhone have focused on
the new adaptations and the new functions that they bring to their users. A
less discussed consequence of this approximation of the computer is that the
mobile phones have truly entered into the digital economy. If the revenue
streams from mobile telephony previously have been based on made calls and
sent text messages, with smartphones a range of new possibilities arise be-
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cause it radically alters the medium as technology—from a tool for primarily
interpersonal communication to a multimedium that includes all the possibilities of the computer: e-mailing, surfing the Web, using search engines and
apps, watching streamed video, listening to music, engaging in e-commerce,
checking the weather, booking tickets, and so on. With widespread access to
mobile and 3G technology, and with the increased possible uses of the new
smartphones, many have set their hopes on the mobile for the further commodification of the digital landscape. But as Rowan Wilken and John Sinclair
have found, mobile advertising has been slow in its start, and is still “waiting
for the kiss of life.”7
That mobile advertising has not taken off does not mean, however, that no
one hopes for new business models to arise from the agenda of the telecommunications business. The implications of what a wireless digital economy
will mean are yet to be analyzed. This article aims to contribute to such an
analysis by exploring how industry perceptions of mobile phone users are
shifting: from users of an interpersonal medium to a mass audience. I will
explore this new audience in terms of how an “audience commodity” was
constructed in previous mass media settings, centering on radio, television,
and the press. I will examine the relationship between interpersonal and mass
media, such as how technological developments connected to digitization
have altered the market for media commodities and contributed to the development of new business models. I will also discuss the profound consequences of this shift for our ontological understanding of what it means to
use a mobile phone.

Mass Media—Personal Media
In the 1950s the nature and character of the mass media, the mass communication process, and, hence, the mass audience began to be discussed and analyzed. Charles Wright made a lasting impact on the field of media and communication studies with his Mass Communication, published 1959. Wright
defined three featured characteristics of mass communication: the audience
should be “large, heterogeneous, and anonymous”; the communication experience should be “public, rapid, and transient”; and the communicator
should “be, or operate within, a complex organization that may involve great
expense.”8 Although Wright never made an exhaustive list of the media technologies he had in mind, it is quite obvious that his definition excluded some
that others might argue are mass media. Books, hardly fulfill the criterion of
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being a transient medium. Music records do not have this quality either, so
Wright’s definition privileged electronic media, radio and television, as well
as the press.
Thus, the preoccupation with the press, radio, and television has come
to define field of media and communications research, although the terminology has changed. In John Thompson’s highly influential The Media and
Modernity, he distinguishes among face-to-face, mediated, and mediated
quasi interaction, describing the last in terms similar to those Wright used
thirty-five years earlier, for example, “monological” and “oriented towards an
indefinite range of potential recipients.”9 With increasing digitization, many
have called for the abandoning of the concept of “mass” in favor of concepts
such as “personal” media. These media are described by Marika Lüders as
“the tools for interpersonal communication and personalized expression, for
example, mobile phones, email, Instant Messenger, homepages, private weblogs (blogs), online profiles and photo-sharing sites.” On these sites, “individuals create personal media content in non-institutionalized settings.” In
addition, “the most distinguishable feature of personal media, barring a few
exceptions, is the required type of activity of all parts involved as actors in
more or less symmetrical communication processes.”10
Seemingly, then, the rise of mobile media, such as the mobile phone, with
its distinctly individual character—you literally carry it with you like an extension of your own body—fulfilled Marshall McLuhan’s idea of media as extensions of man.11 It is hard to put the prefix “mass” in front of such media, and
so technology has given kiss of death to mass media, mass communication,
and the mass audience. Few media scholars would use these concepts any
longer, and the ideas that followed in their footsteps of aggregated viewer,
listener, or reader behavior have died with them. However, the concept of a
mass audience began to be criticized in the 1950s with Raymond Williams’s
famous dictum that “there are in fact no masses, there are only ways of seeing people as masses.”12 With the rise of qualitative research into media users,
this quotation became a guiding light, and with the further development of
media use in reception theory and media ethnography, there seemed to be no
turning back to regard media users as masses in the way they were regarded
by early mass communication research and cultural critique. Raymond Williams probably did not realize at the time the enormous impact this single
sentence from the last chapter of Culture and Society would have on research
of media users.
The abandonment of the concept of mass media in favor of personal media seems logical. However, there is a fair amount of ideological baggage
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attached to the concepts of personal media, and an overemphasis on the possibilities of the individual media user—just as much as the mass concept of
earlier debates was rife with ideology. If we consider various characterizations
of personal media, it is, of course, true that when we speak with our friends
on a mobile phone or chat on Facebook or Twitter, the communication we
engage in is symmetric. However, it can hardly be considered as taking place
in a noninstitutionalized setting. On the contrary, this setting is heavily institutionalized, not to say commercialized, as our behavior on the platform and
the data we provide make us the target of tailored commercial messages. And
the ways in which we are addressed by those messages are far from symmetric. Communicative space thus equals commodified space. I shall return to
this discussion in a while, but I wish to ground it with a more general account
of digitization and its effect on the media commodity.

Digitization and the Media Commodity
The digitization of media is actually not one but two processes. On the one
hand, we have seen the rise of new digital media based on the computer.
The Internet and the World Wide Web, if we are to consider them media in
their own right, and, naturally, the mobile phone are such media—at least if
we think about the mobile after it was culturally domesticated in an everyday media environment. On the other hand, older media have also turned
from analogue to digital: movies are to a lesser and lesser extent made on
celluloid film, and if one is, postproduction is often digital, as are distribution and screening. Newspapers are not made from manuscripts over print
types to paper sheets but directly on the computer, with digital editing and
printing. Most book publishing is produced the same way. Music recordings
are not made on tape anymore but with the help of digital software, which
opens new possibilities of manipulation. And with services such as the Swedish platforms Spotify and Voddler (for film), distribution and consumption
are entirely digitized, making it necessary for the consumer to invest heavily
in means of consumption in order to decode the digits into accessible form. I
have discussed these processes at length elsewhere,13 but it is sufficient in this
context to point to the fact that the more digital equipment we surround ourselves with, the deeper the commercial penetration of our life worlds (which
naturally does not contradict the fact that these same technologies are appreciated and valued by their users for the increased possibilities of communication and creativity that they bring).
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The mobile phone was, however, not a digital medium from the start,
and neither were its first forms personal. It developed out of radio technology and in the early 1900s was used for marine communication on passenger
ships and freighters rather than for private purposes, with the exception of
radio amateurs who used it to connect with like-minded people.14 In the early
1980s, the Nordic Mobile Telephone system in the Scandinavian countries
developed the first standards that made it possible to communicate over a
network that crossed national borders. After this, the dissemination of mobile telephony on a large scale took off. And when the digitally based GSM
developed soon after as a European standard, the dissemination of phones
grew even wider. Digitization is, hence, at the heart of the business models
that today are in their infancy, models that are likely to dominate the mobile
environment in the near future.
There are three principal kinds of media business models, centered on
three distinct commodities: the text, the audience, and the service. The most
foundational business model is based on commodified text, resulting from
the possibilities of mass production of the written word after the invention
of the printing press. The basic principle is that the producer of the text,
whether it is in the form of a book, a magazine, or a newspaper, sells this
commodity and gets money in return. Thus, a market for texts arose, and,
with it, organizational principles developed. The second business model
arose when producers of commodities other than texts wanted to send out
information about their products through advertising. The daily newspaper
was an appropriate forum for such information, and gradually newspapers
incorporated advertising on their pages. From around the mid-1850s, advertising became a natural ingredient in most newspapers, which meant that
newspapers mixed the text-based with the audience-based model: some of its
revenues came from sold copies, and some from selling the buyers of copies
to advertisers. Finally, a third business model developed not out of the mass
media but rather from the postal system. This model is not based on a commodity; it does not sell content nor seek to attract an audience for advertisers.
It is a service offered to potential communicators. Through the postal system,
interpersonal communication can occur through the provision of a communications structure. The service sold is the opportunity to use this communications system. This service model is also the basis for the telephone system.
Neither of these systems produces texts; rather, they are entirely dependent
on user-generated content—in fact, they are both designed to encourage interpersonal communication at a distance.
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The service model, however, is not used only for interpersonal communication. We all know that there are ways of using the postal system for the
distribution of mass-marketing messages as well as personally addressed advertising. We get junk mail in our mailboxes, and we get personally targeted
mails trying to convince us to buy this or that commodity, to take advantage
of services, or to engage in ideal associations or in community service. Basically, this is also what we receive in our electronic mailboxes. While the
text-based and the audience-based models were centered on mass mediated
texts, either as commodities in themselves or as means to reach an audience,
the service-based model can be considered an early form of personal media
(where communication between senders and recipients were symmetric but
hardly took place in noninstitutionalized settings).
Thus, it is not difficult to see the analogies among the postal system, the
telephone system, and digital mobile media when it comes to the way in
which customers are addressed. There are, however, some notable differences. When you are addressed as a target of commercial messages through
the postal or the (landline) telephone system, you are addressed as a social
subject structured by income, gender, age, geographical belonging, education, and so on. When you are addressed as a digital customer it is not your
social self that is addressed but your digital IP address. The difference is at
times not significant—but at times it is.

Impersonal Media
Historically, revenues from the mobile phone business were based on the
“traffic commodity,” as Elizabeth van Couvering, has put it.15 Initially, this
meant voice calls and text communication. It was in the interest of mobilephone operators to increase voice calls and text messages as much as possible.
This was accomplished in several ways: through favorable pricing structures,
cheaper calls and text messages within the same service provider, and so on.
For horizontally integrated companies, the different parts of the company
could be used. Modern Times Group in Sweden, for example, encouraged
their hosts at the radio channel Rix FM to come up with ideas for radio
shows built around audience call-ins. The company owned not only Rix FM
but also the major mobile-phone-service provider Tele 2.16
The traffic commodity, however, has extended beyond talking and texting to include the forms of communication made possible by smartphones,
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for example, Internet search, e-mail, GPS services, communication on social networking sites, and, increasingly, new geosocial applications such as
Foursquare or Gowalla. In a study by the Pew Internet Research Center on
mobile and social networking, the use of geosocial communication by U.S.
citizens has spread to 4 percent of the online population.17 With this increase
in communicative opportunities, traffic also increases dramatically. In Sweden, the number of mobile phone users that read news, watch television or
video clips, send and receive e-mails, use GPS, and engage in social networking did not increase dramatically between 2009 and 2010: from 19 percent of
all mobile users to 22 percent. However, users of these services have increased
their consumption of online mobile news by 50 percent, use of e-mail from
20 to 51 percent, and video viewing from 7 to 32 percent.18 The amount of
traffic has expanded dramatically, no doubt because of the extended possibilities that come with new and improved applications for iPhone and other
smartphones. An obvious example of this is the use of YouTube, particularly
since this platform has a default app on the iPhone. Traditional mass media,
such as the main Swedish broadsheet Dagens Nyheter and the main television
channels—public service broadcaster SVT as well as commercial TV4—also
developed user-friendly apps for the iPhone soon after its introduction.
Mobile media such as the smartphone also have a specific traffic-enhancing
feature in international roaming. All smartphone users who have made the mistake of not disconnecting the data-roaming function when going abroad have
learned the hard way about the high costs of transnational communication.
International roaming traffic is expensive, and the mobile-communication
service providers are the ones to benefit from this. Nokia’s slogan, “Connecting People,” might ring true in a national setting, but when it comes to
transnational communication there are still obstacles to on-the-move global
connection. And as this traffic commodity is based on transferred megabytes,
spam takes on a new function, becoming beneficial to mobile service providers as it contributes to increased traffic. Cloud computing is also fitting in
well with the digital economy as it encourages increased online presence and
increased Internet traffic.
Pure traffic is thus the basic commodity for mobile digital media. The
more bytes that flow through cables and over airwaves, the larger the commodity or, rather, the more the commodity multiplies. However large or
multiplied this data commodity is, it is not the only commodity. Information
on traffic and on user behavior can also be refined and sold in the same way as
information on television audiences and audience behavior can be packaged
for circulation on a market. This could be called the traffic commodity 2.0.
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When the iPhone and other smartphones contributed to the increase of traffic through expanding apps, it meant not only that the volume of transferred
terabytes increased but also that these enormous amounts of data can be processed and differentiated in a way that was not meaningful when talk and
texting was made on one machine and Google searches, Facebook updates,
and Twitter messages were conducted on another machine, with another IP
address. With all these functions merged into one machine, with one IP number, it has become possible to monetize digital behavior through contextual
and predictive-behavioral targeting.
Several agencies specialize in contextual and behavioral targeting, such
as nugg.ad in Germany, Phorm in the United Kingdom, and Adaptlogic in
Sweden, whose slogan is, “We deliver more valuable clicks.” In the words
of Joseph Turow, contextual targeting occurs when the “search engine firms
make agreements with websites that allow their software to read the pages of
the sites and places ads at the side of their Web pages when they find words
their advertising clients have chosen.”19 This is, for example, what happens
when you buy a book from Amazon and then get an offer about buying another title, all based on the fact that people who have bought the same book
have purchased certain other titles.
A variant of contextual targeting is behavioral targeting, which adds a historic dimension to search-engine marketing. This technique gathers information about users’ movements on the Web, for example, when someone uses a
search engine to try to figure out where to go on holidays, and uses previous
search patterns to inform the user about hotels, travel agencies, and so on. In
order to target behavior, the agencies engaged in this activity connect internet
service providers (e.g., Telia, Telenor, BT) with search engines (e.g., Google,
Yahoo), advertisers, and publishers to the presumable benefit for all. The British agency Phorm has developed a service they call Open Internet Exchange,
which they claim will revolutionize the online advertising industry. Its “innovative platform and key partnerships—with advertisers, agencies, publishers and ad networks and ISPs—create value and opportunity throughout the
digital advertising ecosystem. The OIX is powered by Phorm’s proprietary ad
serving technology, which uses anonymised ISP data to serve the right ad to
the right user at the right time—the right number of times.”20
Contextual and behavioral targeting are not specifically bound to smartphones. Web-navigation habits can be taken advantage of by advertisers
via nonmobile platforms such as stationary computers. A third possibility,
which is specifically tied to the smartphone and its GPS technology and cannot be used with nonmobile platforms, is location-based marketing. In the
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introduction to his book iSpy: Surveillance and Power in the Interactive Era,
Mark Andrejevic describes an idea presented by Google to make the city of
San Francisco into a free-to-use wireless area.21 Location-based marketing
techniques provide the incentive, that is, using the GPS function of mobile
phones to target specific commercial information to mobile users—the right
user not only at the right time and the right number of times but also in the
right place. Presumably, this would bring relevant information to consumers
from the shops that he or she passes by.
When Andrejevic’s book came out in 2007, location-based technology was
in its infancy, and it was just a dream for Google, ISPs, and publishers or
advertisers to be able to use targeted, place-based advertising to customers.
After the wide dissemination of iPhones and other smartphones, a few years
later this is increasingly becoming the area in which those with interests in
the business of search and digital mobile media are engaged. Indeed, Eric
Schmidt, the CEO of Google, was quoted in August 2010 as saying: “If I
look at enough of your messaging and your location, and use artificial intelligence, we can predict where you are going to go.”22 So what was something
of a fantasy a couple of years ago is quite real today. For example, shopping
malls offer a service to consumers whereby they receive notices and advertisements made possible by the cooperation of mobile service providers and local businesses. Shoppers visiting the shopping mall Skrapan in the inner city
of Stockholm are offered membership in the Skrapan customer club, with
the promise to receive “exclusive offerings, benefits and invitations via SMS
directly into your mobile,” on the condition that you agree to the club being
allowed to “localize my mobile’s position in order to send out special offers
and invitations on the right time, at the right place.”
For the interested parties in this emerging market for “database marketing,” as Turow terms it, endless opportunities arise. Whether this type of
marketing will become “prescriptive” in changing social behavior, as Alice
Warwick speculates on her research blog (tiara.org), is still an open question,
although the potential is not hard to imagine. However, there are also reasons
for the advertising industry to be nervous. First, over the years a number of
ad-blocking consumer technologies have appeared, starting with the television remote control in the 1970s, the time-shifting VCR a few years later, the
TiVo (in the United States), and other technologies that allowed consumers
to avoid commercials. There are also indications that young people develop
“ad-skipping” strategies while surfing the Web.23 This has provoked descriptions of consumers as powerful, nearly almighty. Advertisers now speak about
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audiences “hav[ing] the same power as elite media organizations.”24 Paradoxically, this idea is also found among some media researchers who emphasize
the power of media users and the personal media. However, with contextual, behavioral, and location-based targeting, the mobile-communications
industry must negotiate the thin boundary between the benefits of total intelligence and the privacy concerns of mobile users. And they struggle to convince mobile users how beneficial these techniques are—how they will reduce
spam and other irrelevant advertising—they talk equally about the “online ad
revolution” and the “privacy revolution” supposedly brought on by their services. It is easy to see that it is in the interest of the mobile-communications
industries to foster the discourse of consumer power.

Conclusion: From the Social to the Digital Commodity
It might be argued that many views of the mobile-communications industry
are still partially informed by the traditional mass-media discourse, long since
abandoned by media researchers. However, digital media concern a new kind
of mass, a personalized aggregate (but still an aggregate) refined from vast
amounts of information about user behavior and geographical position. In
the words of the marketing agency Alterian, the business has moved “from
mass marketing to mass personalization,” which nicely captures this development of mass thinking.25 The iPhone might be considered personal media,
but as a generator of the traffic commodity or as part of cloud capitalism, it
matters less who a user is in terms of sociological variables such as age, gender, education, or marital status, and more where the digital presence is and
whether it is mobile enough to be accessible to location-based advertising
and traffic. User traffic and behavior are the new commodity: not the social
mobile user but rather the user’s activities on the Web. What counts is presence and movement in digital space rather than status in social space.
Turow’s concept of “mass customization” better captures this process
than the concept of mass personalization because even if consumers think
that they are addressed as individual subjects, they are not. It is the digital
self, constructed from the digital traces of the individual’s communications
equipment, that is targeted by advertisers and their associates. This has less
to do with the individual qualities of the subject than with idealized—and
aggregated—user profiles. So while smartphones are becoming more and
more popular, and more liberating for mobile users, the uses of the smart-
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phone are also becoming more and more commodified and of greater interest
to market(ing) interests. It might not feel that way if you are a user, but it
certainly has a bearing on the political economy of mobile communication.
As I have pointed out in this essay, the meaning of being a mobile phone
user has shifted dramatically with the introduction of smartphones in general
and the iPhone in particular. As the increasing number of applications for
the iPhone has made it possible to surf the Web, engage social-networking
sites, and take advantage geosocial information, all of which are undeniably
to the advantage of smartphone owners, this has simultaneously opened up
a new market for mobile-service providers, ISPs, and the whole telecommunications sector. Whether we value this positively, as a win-win situation, or
find it to be only a new form of exploitation will depend on our ontological
position more generally, but it is a technological, social, and economic fact
that needs to be acknowledged—and researched further in the near future.
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Big Hollywood, Small Screens
A LI SA P E R R E N A N D KA R E N P ET RU S KA

I

2010, the president of distribution for Walt Disney Studios,
Bob Chapek, spoke to the press about his company’s failed efforts to come
to terms with the other major Hollywood studios regarding an ambitious
digital-rights-management proposal. The studios had been unable to agree
upon a common technology and infrastructure through which consumers
could, at their leisure, access content “in the cloud.” Of this unsuccessful endeavor, he observed, “When you go into the industry groups, it’s like a bill in
Congress. . . . Everyone tries to attach something to it and it becomes something it’s not intended to be.”1 After negotiations led nowhere, Disney chose
to forge ahead with its own “Disney All-Studio Access” initiative instead
of partnering with many of the other major Hollywood studios and device
manufacturers in their “UltraViolet” digital-content-management initiative.
These ventures, along with Time Warner’s TV Everywhere, ultimately served
a similar objective: namely, to develop software that enabled consumers to
view media that they purchased or rented across a host of devices, including
smart phones, tablets, personal computers, and television sets. Though a relatively simple goal, executives at each company struggled to develop corporate
policies and technological standards that determined when and where consumers accessed their content. Despite the efforts of the “industry groups”
noted by Chapek, the major Hollywood studios could not form a consensus
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about how digital content might be distributed and retrieved. It seemed that
the only thing that united these different parties was that they did not want
to cede too much control to Apple.
Chapek’s observation was made in reference to a specific industry initiative. Yet his statement might also be read far more expansively, in effect summing up the wide-ranging struggles between Hollywood and Silicon Valley
over digital-distribution practices. Among such diverse stakeholders as the
major media conglomerates, consumer-electronics companies, and online retailers, everything from business models to technical specifications was the
subject of ongoing negotiation and debate. In general, Silicon Valley businesses, including Apple, sought to provide the widest range of films and television programming from such companies as CBS, Comcast/NBCUniversal,
Disney-ABC, News Corp/Fox, Time Warner, and Viacom/Paramount in order to lure and retain consumers as well as sell devices. Nonetheless, Hollywood’s major media conglomerates frequently pushed back, determined not
to follow the same fate as the music industry in the early 2000s, which they
believed had let Apple have too much control in dictating the ways that digital music was made available to consumers via its iTunes software.2

Apple’s Media Ecosystem
The legacy of the music industry’s decline persisted as a prominent narrative
for the film and television industries. A widely held belief among executives in
these industries was that Apple’s iTunes upended the business model for music, effectively destroying the CD market.3 The oft-repeated tale held that the
music labels allowed Apple too much authority over everything from marketing to pricing. This narrative appeared regularly in industry trade publications
and haunted Hollywood executives who depended upon tight control over
the windows through which consumers accessed their content. As but one example, when asked why the studios rejected Apple’s proposed $.99 televisionepisode rental plan, Hollywood Reporter quoted an unnamed executive who
confirmed precedent influencing policy: “If we head down this path, we’re
starting down the same slippery slope where the music business went.”4 Anxious that working too closely with Apple would adversely affect their business
models, many studios approached Apple’s overtures with extreme caution.
Beginning with the video iPod in 2005, and continuing with the iPhone
and iPod Touch in 2007 and, soon after, the iPad in 2010, Apple engaged in a
particularly contentious tug-of-war with most of the major studios over how
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and when film and television content traveled to assorted devices. Apple was
not the only technology company that attempted to offer media content to
consumers on various screens from 2005 to 2010. In fact, a number of other
industry monoliths (Google, Amazon) along with several small-scale startups (Boxee, Roku) competed to license Hollywood entertainment for display
on a variety of devices. However, because of a range of factors, including the
precedent it had set with the music industry, its dominant market power, and
its powerful brand identity, Apple’s overtures were met with especially strong
apprehension by Hollywood. Not only did each conglomerate seek to extract
wildly different terms from Apple, but different divisions of these conglomerates often interacted with CEO Steve Jobs’s company in vastly different ways.
As a means of underscoring the complicated status of the contemporary
rights landscape, this article provides case studies of how prominent divisions
within two particular conglomerates, Time Warner and Disney, responded
to Apple’s ambitious efforts to build a consumer electronics “ecosystem.”5
The article focuses on Apple devices broadly, rather than strictly the iPhone,
because from the perspective of Apple, the iPhone figured as but one component in its expanding media ecosystem. At the center of this ecosystem
was iTunes. In most instances, for the Hollywood conglomerates, a decision
to make content available for sale or rental through iTunes demanded they
make a larger commitment to the wider Apple economy. Yet the closer one
examines the interactions between Apple and the major media conglomerates, the more complex, contradictory, and at times flat-out irrational the
contemporary landscape for licensing Hollywood content appears. Though
no single factor explains the deviations in behavior from company to company, division to division, the focus here upon U.S.-based prime-time fictional television content attempts to narrow the focus enough to identify key
commonalities and divergences in Time Warner’s and Disney’s interactions
with the Apple ecosystem.
Approaching the topic of digital distribution from a case-study perspective
differentiates this article from most that have come before.6 Of the limited
number of scholarly studies of Hollywood’s digital-distribution strategies
thus far, most have tended to focus predominantly on the continuities in business strategies and corporate practices across conglomerates.7 Though there
is much value to be had in looking for these types of similarities, such approaches can have the unintended side effect of downplaying the widespread
sense of chaos and confusion in the media industries from the mid-2000s to
the early 2010s.8 By looking at the ways these key divisions of two Hollywood
conglomerates dealt with Apple, it is easier to understand the often tense
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dynamic between those that owned the content and those, such as Apple and
its competitors, that sought to disseminate it to new platforms and devices.
Apple may have envisioned an orderly and coherent world where a seemingly infinite amount of Hollywood entertainment could be purchased “on
demand” through its iTunes store and consumable on any iDevice.9 However, the major media conglomerates—including the one with which it had
the closest ties, Disney—frequently had different visions for how and when
consumers would access their content. During the early 2000s, content producers generally opted for a conservative approach, limiting content availability and avoiding experimentation with Web-based distribution. However, as
broadband diffusion increased and piracy through peer-to-peer networks
became viable for a growing number of people, the incentive to act grew.
The collapse of the DVD market and the weakening of the syndication market by the mid-2000s further encouraged companies to pursue new revenue
streams.10 During this experimental phase, the studios’ commitments with
Apple and others were short-term; contracts remained limited in scope.
As Amanda Lotz notes, 2005 marked a turning point for the television
industry in terms of its digital distribution strategies. The year began with the
launch of YouTube and concluded with the introduction of the video iPod.11
During the course of the year, television networks shifted from a largely defensive stance toward new digital platforms to being far more active in when
and where they made their content available. These producing companies
were not indiscriminate in licensing their content, however. Rather, an array
of factors fed into which companies they chose to strike deals with and what
content they opted to make available. How a producing company acted depended in part on its distinctive organizational structure, in part on the flexibility of its business models and the viability of its existing revenue streams,
and in part on the specific visions and objectives of its lead executives. In the
case of Disney, in particular, a notable transformation began in the company’s
structure, strategies, and leadership that led it to cultivate an especially close
relationship with Apple. To survey the evolution of Disney’s digital distribution strategy, then, is to survey the establishment and expansion of Apple’s
video-based ecosystem.

Disney and ABC: A Cautious Camaraderie
Disney, like the other major media conglomerates, initially treaded carefully
into online distribution. In the early 2000s, the company released only a
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limited number of titles to outlets such as the on-demand download service
Movielink and the subscription-based streaming site CinemaNow. As their
names suggest, these companies were primarily focused on motion pictures.
A number of factors hindered their growth, including limited broadband
diffusion; only 53 percent of American households had access to high-speed
Internet as of May 2005 according to a Pew Internet Study.12 Such ventures
were also attacked for their “puny selection, poor quality and overly rigid
copyright protection.”13 Unsurprisingly, neither these nor other pre-2005 online video efforts took off.14
Disney’s CEO, Michael Eisner, was particularly notorious for the tight
control he exercised over his company’s intellectual property. As James B.
Stewart chronicles at length in DisneyWar, this is far from the only reason
that Eisner was notorious at this time.15 In fact, the Disney CEO had come
under fire from the press and industry for a variety of reasons, including his
micromanagement, his failure to renegotiate a distribution contract with
Pixar, his inability to develop new hits with the ABC broadcast network, and
his struggles to fight off an unwanted takeover bid from Comcast. While
Eisner had been praised for his effective management skills through much
of the 1980s and 1990s, in the new millennium, he was attacked by several
prominent figures, including Walt Disney’s nephew Roy E. Disney and the
head of Pixar/Apple, Steve Jobs.16 The pressure from these various parties
led Eisner to step down in September 2005; his second-in-command, Robert
Iger, replaced him in October as CEO and rushed to appease shareholders,
Comcast, and Jobs.
Iger had a far different vision for Disney, and he moved swiftly to implement it. This vision placed Apple—and Steve Jobs—front and center. Immediately upon taking office, Iger sought to “repair relations” with Jobs and
purchase Pixar outright.17 Disney had maintained a lucrative distribution deal
with Pixar beginning with Toy Story (1995) and running through its most recent release, The Incredibles (2004).18 However, Jobs’s acrimonious relationship with Eisner led him to seek other distribution partners. Such a move
threatened to cost Disney billions of dollars. Iger therefore began his effort
at mending fences by striking a deal to sell ABC and Disney Channel shows
on iTunes. Making Disney content available for consumption through Apple
devices promised to increase the value of the devices. Hardware, after all, had
little value without content, or software. And Disney content was certainly
highly desirable content for many consumers. It is notable that this landmark
moment in the digital distribution of television content occurred as part of
an executive’s efforts to rebuild institutional and interpersonal relationships.

C5870.indb 108

1/30/12 1:24 PM

Big Hollywood, Small Screens

109

The announcement of this arrangement took place in October 2005, in tandem with Jobs’s introduction of the new video iPod to the press and public.19
For a price of $1.99 per episode, viewers could now download such ABC hits
as Lost (2004–2010) and Desperate Housewives (2004–2012), as well as Disney
Channel shows That’s So Raven (2003–2007) and The Suite Life of Zack and
Cody (2005–2007), and view them on their computers or transfer them from
iTunes to video iPods.
Iger achieved his primary objective, ownership of Pixar, the next year
when Disney purchased Pixar outright for $7.4 billion.20 This deal gave Jobs
a 7 percent stake in Disney, making him the company’s largest shareholder.
Subsequently, Jobs’s input would be sought by Disney for everything from
“store design and videogaming to China.”21 The Disney-Apple relationship
proved to be mutually beneficial: Jobs offered Disney his advice, and Disney
offered Apple its content. In 2006, Disney became the first company to sell
movies through iTunes.22 This announcement came at the same time that
Apple introduced its first effort to marry the Web and the television with its
“iTV” device—later renamed Apple TV. In 2010, Disney’s ABC video player
figured prominently in the introduction of the iPad.23 That same year, Disney, along with Fox, became the first to agree to rent television shows for 99
cents per episode through the next-generation Apple TV.24
Though ABC and Disney Channel programs typically were among the
first available for download on each new Apple device, the 2005 deal to sell
ABC and Disney Channel shows on iTunes was the most significant, for it
was this move that best signaled the stunning shift in Disney’s practices and
the arrival of the post-network era.25 As Broadcasting and Cable’s J. Max Robins notes, this initial deal between Disney and Apple marked “a 180-degree
turn from the control-freak way the House of Mouse used to approach distribution of its product. Under former chairman Michael Eisner, it is unlikely
Disney would have entered into such an arrangement, where it ceded this
much control of the distribution of its precious brands.”26 Robins went on
to observe that this agreement signaled that Iger had “emerged as a paragon
of innovation.” Indeed, later moves made by Iger and his team of executives
reveal a company aggressively rethinking its practices and challenging longstanding business models.
By making content available on Apple devices, Disney placed decadeslong relationships with cable operators, broadcast affiliates, and the creative
community at risk. Such relationships were further upset as Disney expanded
its digital-distribution efforts beyond Apple to other technology companies.
In 2006, Disney, along with most of the other major studios, made its pro-
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grams available for download on Amazon’s new on-demand service.27 Also
that year, Disney supplemented the download-to-own model it had explored
with Apple with free advertiser-supported streaming sites.28 Disney aired select shows on Disneychannel.com and ABC.com at no charge to viewers.
The following year, Disney struck a deal to make its branded video player
available through AOL Video.29 Iger quickly emerged as one of the most
outspoken executives, emphasizing the studios’ need to experiment with new
technologies and windowing practices.
Jobs’s close ties to Disney and Apple’s strong dependence on Disney programs by no means guaranteed an exclusive relationship between the two
companies. In 2007, the download-to-own and advertiser-supported models that Disney favored for computers and video iPods were joined by a
subscription-based experiment on mobile phones. Disney made such shows
as Grey’s Anatomy (2005–), Ugly Betty (2006–2010), and Lost available on
video-equipped Sprint phones. For twenty dollars a month, viewers could
watch the four most recent episodes of these ABC programs.30 This deal is
particularly notable because it occurred shortly after the iPhone had been
introduced. However, no similar arrangement was struck between Disney
and the iPhone’s exclusive carrier, AT&T. Disney executives had their own
set of objectives—objectives that continued to evolve based on a range of
economic, technological, industrial, creative, and organizational factors. Solidifying relationships with Jobs/Pixar proved to be an overarching goal for
Disney, but it remained just one part of a complex set of calculations that
Iger and his executives made regarding what content to license and where
and when to license it.
Another central objective for Iger, and by extension, his staff, involved
strengthening the Disney brand.31 Executives operated under the assumption that if Disney properties had clear brand identities, then viewers would
follow them from one platform to the next. This logic is apparent in a telling
statement made by Disney-ABC Television Group president Anne Sweeney
at the time the company began to move beyond its exclusive relationship
with Apple:
This is a different phase of distributing our content. First was download
to own. Second was watch for free with advertising, and this next phase
is really making sure that the player . . . was a really great experience for
people and really helped us build out this multiplatform ecosystem we’d
developed for Disney’s content. We’re in different forms in different
places.32
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Sweeney’s statement here might seem to echo the “anytime, anywhere” rhetoric that grew increasingly prominent with the arrival of the post-network
era. However, though Disney certainly became more willing to experiment
with business models and test new digital-distribution opportunities, by no
means should the company be seen as freely or recklessly offering its content
for consumption on computers and mobile devices. Rather, Disney opted
for outlets where it could foreground its brand and retain strong copyright
protections.33 Further, Disney only offered certain types of programs from
certain types of channels. With just a few exceptions, the ABC programs that
Disney made available were those in which it served as both financier-studio
and distributor.34 Programs that Disney licensed for initial broadcast but in
which it had no financial stake in (for example, the Warner Bros.–produced
The Middle [2009–]) typically remained unavailable for download or streaming. ABC’s limited investment in broadcast stations proved to be another
structural factor that enabled it to offer more content on new platforms than
its broadcast competitors. As one investor told Variety, “They don’t have many
stations . . . [and so] they have less to protect than other conglomerates.”35
Significantly, ABC content proved to be particularly conducive for digital
distribution because so much of it was serialized. In most cases, serialized
programs held less long-term syndication value.36 Thus there was an incentive
for ABC to capitalize on this programming more immediately through alternative distribution methods. Further, serialized shows such as Lost or Brothers
and Sisters (2006–2011) demanded more consistent viewership than episodic
shows such as NBC’s Law & Order or CBS’s CSI franchises. By making such
serialized shows available for viewing on various online and mobile devices,
viewers might more easily catch up and, ideally, return to watch these shows
during their initial broadcast time. Meanwhile, newer programs served a promotional function, potentially attracting new (and often younger) viewers
than might be attained through linear television consumption.
Offering cable programming on iTunes proved to be a far trickier proposition. In general, content from cable program services—including channels
in which Disney had an investment, such as ESPN and Lifetime—has had
a more limited presence on digital platforms. This is because cable program
services make a large portion of their income from subscription fees paid by
multiple system operators such as Comcast. MSOs are less likely to pay big
fees to cable program services if the content is readily available elsewhere.
Despite this fact, Disney raised eyebrows of cable and satellite operators by
offering select Disney Channel shows through iTunes and on Disneychannel.com. In making current episodes of certain shows available as they aired
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on the Disney Channel, the company took a lead role in disintermediating
content.37 Disney made this choice in the interest of exploiting programs
such as the High School Musical series (2006, 2007, 2008) that had a relatively
short shelf life. Disney Channel shows often burst onto the scene and became
pop-culture phenomena only to quickly fade in popularity as their youthful
audience matured. Presuming that the Disney brand was potent enough to
keep cable operators paying subscription fees, Disney took a risk and licensed
particular programs to digital outlets. Other companies, including, most notably, Time Warner, proved far less willing to make such moves.

Time Warner and HBO: Corporate Policy and Control
The case study of Disney demonstrates one company’s willingness to partner
with Apple and experiment with alternative distribution methods. In contrast, the case of Time Warner reveals a company committed to sustaining
more traditional distribution models. In striking contrast to Disney, Time
Warner generally resisted or denied the destabilizing influence of new technologies upon long-standing business structures, modes of production, programming practices, and consumer-producer relationships. This case study of
Time Warner echoes many of the themes provided in the Disney example, including the impact that a company’s leader, in this case Time Warner chair Jeffrey L. Bewkes, can have upon a company’s approach to digital distribution.
Yet it also shows how differences in the philosophies of lead executives, variations in corporate structure, differences in business models, and distinctions
among the types of content produced can lead to dramatic differences in how
major media companies behave in the digital space. It is true that Disney and
Time Warner shared a desire to control how consumers accessed television
programming created by the various producing entities under their corporate umbrella. Time Warner’s approach, however, diverged from Disney’s
in significant ways that highlight the confusing terrain of content licensing.
Time Warner chair Jeff Bewkes has worked with the company since 1991,
but he did not play a leading role in its transformation until after he became
CEO in 2008. The following year, under his supervision, Time Warner spun
off both Time Warner Cable and AOL. Jeff Bewkes attributed the sale of both
companies to part of the “reshaping of Time Warner . . . enabling us to focus
to an even greater degree on our core content business.” The sale of these
divisions marked Time Warner’s move away from distribution technologies
and toward a greater emphasis on the production and licensing of content.
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The new, streamlined Time Warner was primarily a content company; in fact,
in 2010, Deadline’s Tim Adler reported that 80 percent of the company’s revenue came from television programming.38
During this period of restructuring, Jeff Bewkes introduced an ambitious
initiative called “TV Everywhere,” a concept since adopted by Comcast Corporation, Dish Network, and others.39 In simplest terms, the concept speaks
for itself—television content should be available on demand to viewers on
any screen through whatever type of broadband access they have at their disposal. According to the Los Angeles Times, TV Everywhere may be interpreted
as a conscious reaction against Apple. As Dawn Chmielewski and Meg James
observed in an article about Time Warner’s leadership in developing TV Everywhere, “The cable industry and the studios are working to hold Apple
at bay, racing to come up with an alternative that will keep their business
intact. . . . One solution: TV Everywhere.” In an editorial written by Bewkes
for the Wall Street Journal, he clearly positioned TV Everywhere and Time
Warner in relation to companies like Apple.40 He perceived the debate about
new media devices such as the iPhone as part of an epic battle between TV
industry incumbents like Time Warner and new entrants to the television
business like Apple.41
When describing these “new entrants,” Bewkes specifically identified several companies: “Because TV Everywhere is an idea and not an object, it may
lack some of the glitz factor of new devices and services recently announced
by Amazon, Apple, Google, Sony and others.” Expanding on his ideas about
these companies, Bewkes contended, “Let’s be clear about what these new
entrants are not: They are neither programmers nor distributors.” To state
that Apple and Amazon, companies that deliver content through iTunes and
Amazon Video On Demand, are not distributors may seem odd, but in this
case, Bewkes seemed to be defining the term “distribution” according to
business practices established by incumbents—namely a dual revenue stream
(i.e., subscriptions and advertising) and well-developed windowing strategies.42 For Bewkes, technology should not disrupt but rather be “harnessed”
to support and advance the current business model of television distribution.
From his perspective, new entrants “must also support or improve the industry economics that have led directly to the cultural and commercial renaissance that television is now experiencing.”43 Bewkes’s approach, therefore,
invites companies like Apple to find a place within the established business
models of television.44
What seems most significant in Bewkes’s statements in this editorial is his
denial that he seeks to protect “outdated paradigms,” instead championing
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an industry that is “emerging as the dominant medium of the digital age.”45
Nevertheless, Time Warner had clearly developed their own means of online
distribution designed to protect current relationships and existing income
streams. Whereas Disney took steps toward disintermediating content from
conduit in releasing ABC and Disney Channel shows to iTunes, Time Warner
moved to redefine and solidify established relationships in the most conservative ways possible.
Time Warner’s actions in the digital space with HBO illustrate how one
of its subsidiaries worked with Apple even as it began to establish an infrastructure that operated independently of Apple’s ecosystem.46 Three words
best summarized HBO’s approach to digital distribution: access, retention,
and control. According to Variety’s Susan Young, HBO had long fostered a
reputation as a technological innovator in order to provide access to its subscribers. In 1991, HBO was the first premium channel to offer multiplexing
(multiple channel streams under one brand, as with HBO Signature). It then
launched HBO.com in 1995 and created HBO On Demand for cable subscribers in 2001. According to HBO copresident Eric Kessler, providing access for subscribers who pay extra to enjoy HBO-produced series was crucial
because it demonstrated that their programming was worth the extra cost:
“The greater the access viewers have to the content, the more they will use it
and the longer they will hold on to the service.”47 In other words, access led to
retention. Apple devices that are enabled with HBO applications have therefore served as one means to provide access. A desire to control their content,
however, led HBO to demand particular terms in its relations with Apple.
Though HBO demonstrated a willingness to partner with Apple’s iTunes,
it stipulated unique terms in the licensing of its content. Apple’s insistence
that all TV programming be similarly priced proved to be endlessly frustrating to content providers. Because of these conditions, several companies either halted negotiations with Apple or refused to renew their initial distribution arrangements. For example, NBC Universal removed its content from
the iTunes Store in 2007 after Apple refused to cede to its demands during a
pricing dispute. Commenting upon NBC’s decision to cut ties with iTunes,
Brooks Barnes of the New York Times explained that the iPhone sparked anxiety that Apple’s entrance into the mobile video market would disrupt the
value and structure of the television industry as it had the music industry.
Though Apple didn’t give ground to NBC, HBO did successfully negotiate an increase in the price for individual television episode downloads.48
In 2008, Apple allowed HBO to charge anywhere from $1.99 to $2.99 for
episodes of select series such as The Sopranos. Moreover, Apple agreed not to
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release individual episodes of currently airing HBO series for purchase on
iTunes until the DVD release, thereby enabling Time Warner to sustain existing distribution windows.49
At the same time that HBO content appeared on iTunes, the pay-cable
program service also made several other distinctive moves into mobile distribution. This included partnering with other mobile-device manufacturers,
developing a unique infrastructure to distribute HBO content to subscribers, and erecting certain barriers to selected platforms developed by Apple
and Netflix. For instance, the Internet portal HBO Go—in development
since 2008—promised to provide four times the content of HBO On Demand.50 In order to offer this service, cable providers made individual deals
with HBO. A 2010 deal with telecommunication operator Verizon provided
its FiOS subscribers with access to HBO Go, but at the time of the deal,
the Flash-enabled HBO Go remained incompatible with Apple’s operating
system and therefore with devices like the iPhone. Later that year, HBO announced HBO GO would become available to Apple device users by early
2011. Meanwhile, HBO continued to refuse to allow streaming access to its
content on Netflix, even though its main competitor, Showtime, had done
so. Explaining a decision not to partner with Netflix, Kessler contended,
“there is value in exclusivity.”51 The examples provided here of HBO’s behavior demonstrate that despite Time Warner’s rhetoric supporting a TV Everywhere strategy that provides consumers with access to content across all
platforms, its subsidiary’s licensing strategies depended upon a complicated
set of negotiations with each potential distributor. Indeed, mobile devices
may have offered television content, but this did not guarantee that big media companies such as Time Warner would let that content move freely.
TV Everywhere served as a means by which Time Warner provided “added
value” to cable program services such as HBO, TBS and TNT—added value
that helped these program services sustain high per-subscriber fees from
MSOs. Nevertheless, though its strategy was designed to protect Time Warner’s existing business models, the company—as well as the cable industry
more generally—faced a number of challenges. Most notable was the threat
of “cord cutting.” Though the subject of much debate, early evidence suggested that an increasing number of cable subscribers were canceling their
subscriptions because of the rising cost of cable subscriptions as well as the
enhanced programming options available through digital over-the-air television, DVDs, and online streaming sites such as iTunes, Netflix, and Hulu (or
Hulu Plus). The accessibility of content through illegal means such as torrents also proved an attraction to many viewers. Although Bewkes repeatedly

C5870.indb 115

1/30/12 1:24 PM

116

Politics of Redistribution

rejected that cord cutting was occurring at the dire rates suggested by some,
several reports confirmed that HBO’s subscriber base was in decline. Moreover, the number of cable subscribers in the United States dropped for two
quarters in a row in 2010 in an industry that had experienced unprecedented
and continuous growth for decades.52
This decline in cable subscriptions, perhaps attributable to the weak economy in 2010 or to premium program offerings perceived as being less attractive than in earlier years, nevertheless invited questions about the future
of the cable business. As a result, companies like Time Warner seemed willing to consider radical possibilities. As news of cable’s declining subscription numbers hit the press in November 2010, Bewkes issued a cryptic statement implying his company would consider providing cable programming
to nonsubscribers in the future. In other words, he indicated the possibility
that viewers might one day be able to bypass companies like Time Warner
Cable and subscribe to HBO à la carte: “[On] the question you raised about
HBO going direct, we do have the ability to do that. And it’s not something
that we have decided to do today because . . . we have a very good relationship . . . [with] all the different distributors. . . . If that doesn’t work well, or
speedily enough, then we have the option of adding a direct sale of HBO.”53
The power of Disney’s brand might enable it to take similar steps. While
this action represents a nuclear option for program services—exploding
long-standing business models, windowing practices, and corporate relationships—it is no longer inconceivable in the post-network era. Importantly, Bewkes’s statement reinforces that technology is not the primary factor limiting
the exploitation of new revenue streams. Instead, relationships dependent
upon a particular, historical business model often determine the application
of technology. Bewkes could have delivered HBO programming to nonsubscribers for a transaction fee, but he had not done so because of his established partnerships with incumbent distributors. Corporate policy, it seems,
trumps technology.

Conclusion: TV Everywhere Remains Elusive
The relative mobility of video content may be a popular topic among scholars, journalists, and technology bloggers. Still, the practice of accessing content on mobile devices may not be a true trend with consumers—at least, not
yet.54 Two studies in 2010, one by a mobile-traffic management firm and one
by Nielsen, reported that 10 percent of the owners of mobile devices were

C5870.indb 116

1/30/12 1:24 PM

Big Hollywood, Small Screens

117

responsible for 90 percent of traffic.55 Thus, we are mainly discussing early
adopters, who often have particular habits that differ substantively from the
broader media audience. As Max Dawson argues in his examination of the
digital television transition, industry and scholarly attention to early adopters, those who most quickly embrace new media technologies, has not only
created a distorted sense of a digital divide but also contributed to a research
deficit.56 It is important to recognize that companies like Disney and Time
Warner seem to be acting more in anticipation—or fear—of the future than
in response to contemporary consumption practices. To wit, “Today is the
beginning of ‘the end of TV as we know it’ and the future will only favor
those who prepare now,” reads a report prepared by IBM Business Consulting Services in 2006 for senior business executives in the media industries.57
Content producers are being active in a way that the music industry was not
in the interest of having greater control over their destiny. Despite conglomerate efforts to control the distribution of mobile content, the future remains
uncertain: people may not adopt these devices, adoption may be very slow,
or change may happen in unanticipated ways. What is certain, however, is
that the current landscape of digital media distribution is one of confusion
and chaos—some shows are available on multiple digital platforms, while
others cannot be found anywhere. This chaos and confusion can also be felt
at the level of consumption, particularly for those who are not technologically savvy.
News reports in early 2011 suggested that consumers may have less difficulty finding programs in the digital space in the future. In mid-2011, for
example, the Digital Entertainment Content Ecosystem, a consortium of
sixty media companies including Comcast, LG and Nokia, IBM and Cisco,
Netflix, and Best Buy, planned to launch their aforementioned “UltraViolet”
system, an online storage system that allows users to access their stored video
media content on up to twelve different devices.58 Notably, the DECE had
not yet entered into a deal with Apple. This means that the content stored
through UltraViolet may not be accessible through the iPhone, iPad, or other
Apple devices.59 Also, UltraViolet will store only purchased, not rented, content despite the popularity of a rental model. As tech blogger Ryan Lawler
pointed out, studies showed a decline in the rate of online media purchases
but an increase in the rate for digital rentals in 2010.60
Apple has its own initiative that competes with UltraViolet and is designed to provide access to content across platforms. This initiative is called
Airplay and consists of proprietary software for Apple’s operating system.61
Airplay allows users to wirelessly transmit any video content compatible with
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the iOS across devices. For instance, a user may start watching the most recent episode of ABC’s Cougar Town (2009–) on her iPhone and then view the
rest of that episode on her Apple TV. As the DECE and Apple’s own efforts
demonstrate, the trend toward cloud-based storage systems is growing. The
functionality of individual systems nevertheless remains a work in progress.
As the examples of the competing DECE and Airplay digital storage systems
indicates, the truly “device-agnostic” application has not yet been developed—
nor does it look likely to be developed any time soon.62 Thus, in spite of the
talk of television “anywhere, anytime” espoused by ventures such as DECE
and by companies such as Time Warner and Disney, actual corporate practices
reveal aggressive efforts to lock down the circulation of content in ways that
best serve companies’ economic interests. Similarly, despite the rhetoric of access espoused by Apple marketing, Airplay has failed to deliver on its promises. Released with an iOS update in November 2010, the software was tested
by tech bloggers at GigaOM, who discovered that a number of applications
available on the iPhone did not support Airplay. Even the Apple-produced
(but Google-owned) YouTube application performed poorly.63 While it may
seem technology has not yet caught up to the imagination,64 it may be truer to
say that Apple is building towards a larger goal. Such a goal, though far from
clear at present, seems to involve all Apple devices and lead to a yet-to-bedefined objective central to its evolving product ecosystem.65
A challenge for research about Apple and its devices is the flurry of reporting that arrives with each large-scale Apple announcement. Over the last
decade, the mainstream press has sustained a love affair with Apple. Whereas
major announcements by other technology companies such as Amazon and
Microsoft are often buried in the technology pages of newspapers—if they
are covered at all—every move that Apple makes generates thousands of
words in print and pixels. This voluminous coverage certainly makes it easier
for researchers to track Apple’s every move and follow its shifting relationships with the Hollywood conglomerates. However, at the same time, such
coverage makes it even more difficult for researchers to make conclusive statements about digital-distribution practices and challenges.66
Throughout all of this reporting, however, one point remains does remain
consistent: the ability to sell devices depends on the availability of media content. By extension, a device without enough content will not revolutionize
any consumer’s television habits or the industry’s fundamental operations.
When Apple launched the second incarnation of Apple TV—a lighter, cheaper,
and more versatile streaming-only system—sales remained low. Many media
analysts surmised this was caused in part by the lack of available Hollywood
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content.67 As Holman W. Jenkins Jr. contended in the Wall Street Journal,
“What we want is to watch anything we want whenever we want, for a single
monthly price.” This desire, though understandable, fails to account for the
decades-old infrastructure, business models, corporate practices, and cultural
attitudes that support and sustain the television industry. As just one notable example, syndication dollars continue to provide much of the revenue
that offsets the cost of producing multi-million-dollar-an-episode programs.
Companies are reticent to push online distribution efforts too far for fear of
jeopardizing the income generated through this revenue stream. The future
of television remains unclear, to be sure. Nonetheless, by understanding the
issues that underlie conglomerate decision making, scholars, consumers, and
activists are better able to demand not only more diverse content but also,
perhaps, even more open platforms.
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Pushing the (Red) Envelope
Portable Video, Platform Mobility, and
Pay-Per-View Culture

C H U C K T RYO N

W

iPhone might be, it is also a machine for promoting and cultivating highly personalized media and communication experiences. The iPhone, with its seemingly unlimited array of
applications and customizations, allows users to reshape the cell phone so
that it is an expression of personal interests. Although Apple has relentlessly
promoted these interactive aspects of the iPhone, discussion of the iPhone
also emphasizes its entertainment uses. This emphasis was promoted in one
of the earliest Apple ads, “Calamari,” from 2007, in which an iPhone user,
while watching Pirates of the Caribbean, develops a sudden craving for seafood. He then stops the movie, effortlessly opens a search engine, locates a
nearby restaurant, and taps a button on the interface to dial the restaurant for
a reservation.
In Apple’s ad, the viewer, transformed into a user through the power
of interactive media, remains unseen except for his hands, which navigate
the phone with the fluidity and gestures of a magician’s, taking the everyday activities of movie watching and eating out and transforming them into
something verging on the miraculous. As Isabel Pedersen observes in her
astute reading of Apple’s rhetoric, “the ad subtly depicts the subject’s transformation toward good consumerism; actions seem to end in some sort of
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purchase.”1 While Pedersen emphasizes the advertisement’s promotion of
the practices of consumption—and the iPhone’s ability to make one a better
consumer—Apple’s advertising discourse offers an equally explicit positioning of a mobile consuming subject, one who has a mastery not merely over the
iPhone technology itself but also over the urban environments in which the
iPhone would quickly become commonplace after its 2007 launch.2 Apple
also implies that the iPhone user can afford to pursue these activities, both
financially and in terms of leisure time.
Several years after the iPhone had been firmly established as a popular portable communication device, the movie-rental service Netflix announced the
launch of an official application that would allow Netflix customers to access
their video queue and to watch movies over streaming video, using either a
3G or Wi-Fi connection on an iPhone or iPod Touch (the iPad already had a
Netflix app). The Netflix app joined Hulu Plus in allowing users to watch recently broadcast TV shows or feature-length movies on the iPhone. In addition to promising a high-quality video image, the press releases announcing
the launch of both services also placed emphasis on the ability of consumers
to access entertainment content whenever and wherever they wished. Both
announcements also touted the fact that users could start watching a movie
on one device and finish it on another, picking up exactly where they left
off, creating what amounts to a platform mobility, a concept I will use in this
article to encompass the ongoing shift toward ubiquitous, mobile access to
a wide range of entertainment content.3 Platform mobility entails more than
the diverse screens and platforms through which we access entertainment. It
also includes the ability to deliver a vast menu of entertainment choices to the
viewer, wherever he or she may happen to be.
In addition to providing new modes of access to streaming video, platform mobility also reshapes the definition of film and television as media.
Enthusiastic reviews, such as a breathless blog entry on Wired by Eliot Van
Buskirk, picked up on the promise of media and platform mobility, describing the Netflix app as offering “DVD anywhere,” the ability to watch movies
and television shows anytime and anywhere. This access, Van Buskirk argues,
provides iPhone users with the ability to “re-evaluate” how they would consume TV shows and movies in the future, presumably providing them with
an agency over their media content unavailable to other audiences, an underlying assumption that informs the technology blogs and consumer guides
that often report on the introduction of new delivery systems and technological platforms.4 Thus, Netflix and Hulu, in announcing their iPhone apps,
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built upon the discourses of media mobility and consumer empowerment
in order to promote the pleasures of seemingly ubiquitous access to video
entertainment.
This chapter uses the publicity surrounding the launch of the Netflix and
Hulu Plus apps for the iPhone to reconsider the discourses of media mobility. It starts by tracing the role of platform mobility in reshaping the media of
film and television. In this context, I am drawing from Lisa Gitelman’s argument that media are defined not merely through technological aspects but
also through social, legal, and economic protocols.5 Both mobile phones and
mobile video have challenged many of these social norms, especially when it
comes to complaints about individuals conducting ostensibly private conversations in public places while similar complaints about watching movies in
public places have also been registered. In some ways, many of the changes
associated with portable media reinforce existing aspects of what Raymond
Williams once described as “mobile privatization,” in that media reception
becomes personalized, directed toward fragmented, atomized audiences.6 In
addition, portable media threaten to unsettle existing perceptions of the TV
show or movie as a definable media object, challenging traditional expectations regarding how we watch TV and movies. While DVDs, especially
box sets of TV series, worked to “package” shows into a coherent object,
streaming and mobile video potentially transform those texts yet again into
ephemeral objects, available for purchase or rental in the cloud, changing
how viewers engage with video entertainment. Finally, digital distribution
also shapes the ways in which studios work to redefine the consumption habits of movie audiences. Rather than focusing on a DVD market, built primarily around sales, that has been declining for several years, the media industries
now turn to a digital distribution strategy that emphasizes a pay-per-view
model, in which consumers are provided (often temporary) access to a film
or TV episode.
In order to engage with these promises of personal liberation through
portable media, this article will unpack three major components of media
consumption that are ostensibly transformed by digital distribution: the
mobility of the consumer, the diversity of entertainment choices (in terms
of both content and platforms), and the distribution practices of the media industries. One of the challenges of thinking about these shifts has been
the difficulty of settling on a single term to describe the object that is being
watched or consumed by iPhone users. Although Netflix is predominantly
associated with movies and Hulu Plus with TV, their catalogues do not focus
on a single medium. In fact, Netflix might be roughly compared to a cable
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channel like HBO that delivers movies, TV shows, and, in very limited cases,
such as the series House of Cards, original content. Thus, in some cases, I
have opted to use the word “video” to describe the content distributed via
streaming platforms, even though the word typically is used to refer to shortform content found on sites such as YouTube and Vimeo. Although “video”
is a somewhat more ambiguous term, it also highlights the degree to which
the distribution protocols associated with movies and television have begun
to overlap, even while audiences continue to identify distinctions between
the two media, often privileging one medium over the other, usually with
movie enthusiasts arguing for the aesthetic superiority of film, an argument
that becomes difficult support when both texts are viewed on a three-inch
screen.
In addition to the challenge of defining the “object” of digital distribution,
I have also found myself wavering between a variety of terms to describe the
actual people who consume, watch, view, use, and (in some cases) share entertainment with, on, and among their portable media players. For this reason, I have avoided settling on a single term, such as “spectator,” to describe
people engaged with or immersed in platform mobility. Instead, platform
mobility seems to demand that people shift between a variety of roles and
protocols that shape their engagement with video content, whether that entails watching a movie, rearranging a Netflix queue, or providing a distraction
for bored children during a long wait at the doctor’s office. Although these
changes seem to promise a radical transformation of entertainment culture,
they are also, as we will see in our discussions of the media industry, likely
to become a means of restabilizing industry control over media content, in
much the same way that studios eventually asserted control over video and
cable distribution. This effort to control the consumption of media content
is part of what Siva Vaidhyanathan calls a “pay-per-view universe,” which “involves the efforts of the content industries to create a ‘leak-proof’ sales and
delivery system.”7
These changes are reflected in the distribution models associated with
both Netflix and Hulu Plus. Netflix began as a DVD-by-mail service in 1997,
but with the increase in broadband access (and postage costs), the company
began focusing on distribution via streaming video, eventually creating a
“streaming-only” plan that allowed customers to watch as many movies as
they wanted for $7.99 per month, in addition to their DVD-by-mail services.
(This model would have been complicated even further by the splitting of the
streaming and DVD-by-mail services into two separate companies, as Netflix
announced it would do in 2011. Only a few weeks later, it changed its mind
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and returned to the status quo.) Once viewers have logged into the Netflix app on their iPhone, iPad, or iPod Touch, they can see their “top picks,”
films that the Netflix recommendation algorithm has determined to be of
interest to the user. In some cases, these recommendations may be placed
in improvised genres such as “quirky satires” (which lumps together such
disparate films as the Joaquin Phoenix mockumentary I’m Still Here and the
Tim Burton film Mars Attacks) or “Visually-Striking [sic] Cerebral Dramas,”
such as The Thin Red Line. The bottom of the screen includes links to a list of
genres, to the user’s instant queue, and to a search box, while the top of the
screen includes a list of streaming videos that the user began but has not yet
finished watching, allowing her to move seamlessly from one platform to another. Pressing the title then allows the user to choose to add the video to her
queue or to play it immediately. Select the latter option opens the streaming
screen, allowing the movie to play. Users can pause the movie and can fastforward or rewind using a scroll bar that appears when the screen is touched,
making it possible to move purposefully to specific scenes. The screen itself
offers a relatively crisp, if small, image, although a streaming video is likely to
consume both quite a bit of data and a significant amount of battery power,
posing two of the biggest challenges for users who wish to consume videos
on the go.
Similarly, Hulu began as a “free,” advertising-supported distributor, providing access to recent episodes of selected TV shows, as well as a small selection of movies. Although users were provided with only a few “trailing”
episodes of recently broadcast TV shows, they were typically enough to allow
fans to catch up on shows that they had missed. Thus, fans of the TV series
The Office could watch on Hulu an episode they missed during the normal
broadcast schedule in order to ensure that they were able to participate in
“water-cooler” conversations about the show at work. Hulu Plus offers a significant expansion of content, however, by allowing subscribers to access the
full current season of a wide range of ABC, Fox, and NBC TV shows, including Glee, Modern Family, The Office, and 30 Rock. Viewers also have access to
full series runs of several current and past shows, including The Office, Buffy
the Vampire Slayer, and Desperate Housewives, offerings that were eventually
curtailed when Fox announced that it would require Hulu users to wait eight
days to see new episodes of its shows. Although subscribers are now expected
to pay for this deeper access, the shows are still interrupted by short advertisements, suggesting that digital delivery may continue to be subsidized by
an assemblage of payment models. No matter what, platform mobility feeds
into an on-demand culture defined by flexibility in when and where people
consume media.
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Mobility
Mobile video has become a widely discussed part of the entertainment industry. In a discussion of the 2011 Consumer Electronics Show, Will Richmond remarked that, “mobility is video’s next frontier, one that could transform our media consumption experiences, liberating individual consumers
from watching in a fixed location.”8 Research into media consumption habits
seemed to confirm that mobile access was increasing. According to the Pew
Internet and American Life Project, the percentage of U.S. mobile-phone users accessing the Internet from their mobile devices increased from 25 in 2009
to 38 in 2010.9 Similarly, Nielsen reported that there was a 43 percent increase
in the number of people using mobile video between 2009 and 2010, suggesting a dramatic increase in mobile access. Nielsen also estimated that each
mobile video user watched about 3.5 hours worth of video per month, a tiny
percentage of overall TV consumption. However, given that mobile phones
are often not the first option for watching video, these numbers suggest a
gradual adoption of mobile platforms, especially when the habits of younger
viewers are taken into consideration.10
Promises of platform mobility are explicitly tied to discourses of personal
television and the promises of individual choice, in terms of when, where,
and what people watch. As Lisa Parks observes, “personal television,” especially in its mobile incarnation, extends the logic of what Williams refers to as
“mobile privatization,” in that these tools contribute to increasingly atomized
and isolated subjects. For Parks, these tools reinforce “middle-class fantasies
of transport, personal freedom, and citizenship.”11 Writing before the advent
of the iPhone, Parks anticipates that these new delivery systems will both expand the number of locations where people watch TV and alter the practices
of watching, leading to changes such as the decreased authority of television
channels and a decline in centralized media experiences that can feed into a
larger sense of media citizenship when users are no longer required to tune
their televisions to a specific station at a specific time. Amanda D. Lotz adds
that platform mobility has “led the television audience not only to fracture
among different channels and devices, but also to splinter temporally.”12 In
this sense, platform mobility seems to be fragmenting audiences along two
separate trajectories: first, in terms of the television schedule that determines
when people watch and, second, in terms of the vast entertainment menu that
opens up wider choices of what people watch.
Despite fears that platform mobility would lead to increasing audience
fragmentation, the potential for freedom from the constraints of a specific
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programming schedule continues to entice digital-media enthusiasts. These
fantasies about platform mobility are powerfully encapsulated in a blog
post announcing the launch of Hulu Plus. Hulu’s CEO, Jason Kilar, positions himself as a TV fan—rather than an aggregator or middleman—while
also emphasizing the social role of television as a means of unifying a larger
public, commenting about Hulu that “we are proud to say that we love TV
shows. TV shows entertain billions of people across the globe and are among
the most durable, high quality forms of storytelling in our society. TV shows
play a significant role in billions of people’s daily routines.”13 Although the
iPhone may actually increase fragmentation and atomization, Kilar invokes
the image of a large collective audience drawn in by their shared enjoyment
of TV. Kilar also underscores the platform’s ability to allow mobile viewing by
narrating a hypothetical viewing experience in which a viewer begins watching an episode of a television show in her living room on her TV before migrating to another room in the house to watch on an iPhone where no TV is
available. Later, he imagines the same person finishing that episode the next
morning while standing in line at a “local café,” reinforcing the perception
that platform mobility can serve as a means either for alleviating boredom or
for making periods of enforced waiting more productive.
Although Kilar eventually highlights the ability to watch Hulu Plus on
the go, it’s worth emphasizing that his narrative initially emphasizes mobility
within the home, allowing users to move between devices within the home,
a practice that appears to be relatively common as users can take their iPhone
to bed with them, settling down to watch a favorite show (rather than, or in
addition to, reading in bed) before falling asleep. It’s also worth noting that
this platform mobility should not be equated with what a number of film critics have described as “platform agnosticism,” the belief that media audiences,
especially younger viewers, regard all screens as essentially equal. In fact,
it seems unlikely that watching on portable screens will ever fully supplant
other screens. If anything, audiences have become more acutely aware of the
varying implications of screen choice. In fact, this “heightened platform consciousness,” to use Charles Acland’s phrase, remains an integral part of the
process through which users negotiate their relationship to screen culture.
This is a variation of what Henry Jenkins refers to as the “black box fallacy.”
As Jenkins writes, “there will be no single black box that controls the flow
of media into our homes. Thanks to the proliferation of channels and the
portability of new computing and telecommunications technologies, we are
entering an era when media will be everywhere.”14 In fact, platform mobility,
which encourages users to move between devices, illustrates that consumers
are unlikely to receive content through a single platform.

C5870.indb 130

1/30/12 1:24 PM

Pushing the (Red) Envelope

131

Cord Cutting
These attempts to develop a commonsense understanding of how mediaindustry systems operate have also led to increased attention on the changing
value of media texts. Although the promises of personal media mobility are
enticing, they typically ignore the degree to which Netflix and Hulu Plus are
caught up in a larger pay-per-view culture in which media companies seek
to shape (and often limit) access to movies and TV shows, with complex
implications for media consumers and producers. This pay-per-view society,
in which consumers pay for temporary access to a movie or TV show, shapes
not only how media industries package and distribute TV shows and movies but also how consumers perceive their relationship to media institutions.
By describing the entertainment industry in terms of a pay-per-view society,
I am not suggesting that consumers will necessarily pay every time they decide to watch a movie or television show. Both Hulu Plus and Netflix offer
monthly subscription plans rather than rentals of individual shows or movies.
Instead, we are increasingly moving toward distribution models that require
consumers to pay for temporary, often fleeting, access to a given text, a shift
that is powerfully reflected in the e-book industry, as discussed by Ted Striphas. As Striphas notes, publishers have instituted such technological controls as “time-limit licenses,” usage caps, and encryption systems, as well as
legal mechanisms such as the Digital Millennium Copyright Act, to develop
tighter control over how e-books are disseminated, a challenge similar to the
one faced by the TV and movie industries as they seek to define how users
will access, own, and store digital content.15
The Netflix and Hulu Plus apps were released amidst a turbulent moment
in the history of movie and television distribution. The changes included a
significant decline in DVD sales, numbers that were not significantly affected
by the introduction of the HD format, Blu-Ray. According to the Los Angeles
Times, DVD sales revenue declined by 7 percent in 2010, continuing a streak
of several years in which DVD sales decreased.16 In addition, there was a
slight but noteworthy decline in pay TV subscriptions, a practice that became
known in industry discourse as “cord cutting.” Although nearly 90 percent
of all households continued to subscribe to some form of pay TV, whether
satellite or cable, there were a number of anecdotal reports that tracked consumers choosing to shift away from costly cable subscriptions in order to
consume media on an assemblage of platforms and devices, such as Netflix,
Hulu, and YouTube instead.17 The concept of cord cutting implies, of course,
breaking a consumer’s dependence upon cable TV as a provider of entertain-
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ment and information. Although the embedded metaphor of the motherchild relationship is rarely explored in industry discourse, it is instructive to
consider the ways in which it frames the relationship between consumers and
the media industry. Despite our potential separation anxieties regarding the
safety, comfort, and familiarity associated with cable or satellite TV, we no
longer need to be “fed” access to television through (expensive) subscription
services. In addition, cord cutting also places emphasis on the potential for
mobility, on the ability to consume content wherever we want. Technology
blogs, such as New Tee Vee, actively promoted cord cutting as a viable alternative to cable and satellite subscriptions, implying that Netflix and Hulu could
cover most users’ entertainment interests. However, in a video entitled “Cord
Cutters’ Confessions,” the New Tee Vee editors acknowledged some limits to
cord cutting, including the lack of access to live TV, especially when it came
to sporting events, as well as a sense of isolation caused by the fact that cord
cutters would be unable to watch TV shows or movies that are not available
online. Thus, although cord cutting offered many of the benefits of à la carte
programming—consumers ostensibly don’t have to pay for programming
they don’t want to watch—platform mobility also brings with it the transformation of TV from a mass medium designed to address an entire nation
to an individualized, atomized one that focuses on smaller segments of fans
and niche audiences.
To some extent, this pay-per-view culture opens up new access points to
movies and TV shows, with the result that media texts in any individual format may now be regarded as disposable. Thus platform mobility potentially
decreases the value of any specific iteration of text. At the same time, this
ability to access a movie, an episode of a TV series, or even an entire set of
episodes (say, an entire season of Lost), allows us to direct more concentrated
attention toward these texts. If we are provided with relatively permanent
and ubiquitous access to a “copy” of a TV show or movie, the overall value
of any single copy diminishes, even while our engagement with selected texts
increases. These contradictions have been shaped by earlier models of digital
distribution, in which movies and TV shows are seen as files we can access
independently of any schedule, whether through the popularization of digital video recorders or DVD box sets that anthologize entire seasons of TV
series, allowing fans to watch episodes at their convenience. As Jason Mittell
argues in his discussion of DVRs, these media tools are “part of an everchanging menu of programming to be accessed at our convenience.”18 Mittell’s arguments illustrate the ways in which DVRs actively derail the effects
of the “flow” produced by television networks seeking to keep audiences con-
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sistently engaged and tuned in. Similarly, as Derek Kompare argues (about
DVD box sets of TV shows in particular), digital distribution has led to “a
regime premised on individual choice, marked by highly diversified content,
atomized reception, and malleable technologies.”19 Netflix and the iPhone
extend this logic even while complicating some of the original assumptions
discussed by Kompare and Mittell. Although this menu-driven approach to
storing and accessing TV shows persists, the role of the DVD as a “tangible
media object” (to use Kompare’s phrase) has been destabilized by the mobility of streaming video.
This ubiquitous access complicates traditional models of film and television distribution. Despite the promises of individual choice and freedom,
pay-per-view culture actually depends upon limiting access to content, at
least at selected times in the life of a film or TV show or by restricting where
users can access a video or how they can share it. As Jeff Ulin argues, movie
studios are “financing and distribution machines” focused on maximizing
profit.20 This entails maintaining control over various intellectual properties and dividing up those rights as carefully as possible as a movie circulates
through a variety of media channels. This desire to control access to content
was illustrated in the conflicts between the movie studios and the DVD rental
companies Redbox and Netflix. Because studios believed that the cheap rentals offered by Netflix and Redbox were cutting into DVD sales, they sought
to create a “retail window” that would allow studios to sell DVDs at retail
prices for several weeks before they would be available for rental through
Netflix and Redbox. Both companies agreed to a twenty-eight-day window,
with Netflix accepting the terms in order to gain access to the rights for more
streaming content that could be disseminated on platforms ranging from laptop computers to iPhones and via set-top boxes to users’ TV sets.21 Thus,
rather than offering ubiquitous access to an unlimited range of film content,
Netflix is embedded in a larger system of “controlled consumption.”

Broken Windows
Discussions of streaming video—especially when they are caught up in the
hype over platform mobility—almost invariably emphasize the idea of unlimited choice, a concept that Chris Anderson famously characterized as the
“long tail.” He argued that online retailers such as Amazon, Apple’s iTunes
store, and Netflix were better positioned to profit in a digital economy because they were able to expand their catalogues through the use of digital
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storage.22 Similarly, David Denby, in an article lamenting the “platform agnosticism” of youthful media consumers, worried that the movies available
for download on the video iPod were “the first trickles of a flood” that would
ultimately displace the theatrical experience. In fact, digital distribution, like
other modes of media distribution, depends on studios’ retaining some forms
of scarcity. The former Lucasfilm, Paramount, and Universal executive Jeff
Ulin bluntly argues that “distribution is all about maximizing discrete periods of exclusivity.”23 Instead of providing unlimited access to film and TV
series, mobile platforms often offer only a narrow selection of choices.
Despite this ability to access mobile entertainment, the industrial implications of Netflix on the iPhone are less than clear. Given the rapidly changing
media environment and the emphasis on platform mobility, it is tempting to
view Netflix as changing industry practices. However, as David Poland points
out, Netflix’s decision to focus on streaming video rather than its DVD-bymail service has actually pushed its “window” further away from the theatrical
release date, leaving Netflix to claim rights to stream movies typically found
in DVD “remainder bins,” well after studios have exhausted other revenue
streams. For Poland, “streaming . . . is the third and nearly final window.”24
Poland goes on to point out that in November 2010 only one of the previous
twenty Oscar winners for Best Picture and two of the top-twenty highestgrossing films of all time were available through Netflix’s streaming service,
suggesting that the promises of “DVD anywhere” don’t refer to all DVDs, at
least not in the current distribution system. In addition, many cable television channels that pay for syndication rights to first-run TV shows have begun to see Netflix and other streaming services as competitors; the chairman
and CEO of Turner Broadcasting, Phil Kent, warned TV show suppliers that
selling to subscription video-on-demand services such as Netflix will “have a
significant impact on what we’ll be willing to pay for programming or even
bid at all.”25
Portable-media consumers also faced geographical barriers when it came
to accessing movies and TV shows. Although Netflix expanded its streaming
service into Canada early in 2010 and Latin America in summer 2011, the
service did not have the rights to stream a number of films there, a restriction
that Tama Leaver has referred to as “the tyranny of digital distance.”26 Even
though Netflix established a version of their streaming video service in Canada, they could only offer a “fraction” of the movies available in the United
States. Furthermore, restrictions on bandwidth use have made it difficult for
Canadian users to take full advantage of the streaming service. According to
CTV News, just days after Netflix announced its Canadian launch, “Rogers
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Communications Inc. changed the data limits on its ‘Lite’ Internet service
from 25 gigabytes per month to 15.”27 As a result, most Canadian users were
limited to about half an hour of video content per day unless they were willing to pay significantly more for their Internet service. Likewise, both Hulu
and Netflix are unavailable in much of Europe, a situation that complicates
conversations about popular films and TV shows for international scholars
and fans. Although non-U.S. consumers may be familiar with movies and TV
shows from reading about them online or seeing promotional clips and trailers, their access to watching those videos legally through online or streaming
channels may be constrained.
A similar example is the music service Spotify, which allows users to listen
to and share any song by any artist for free. The service, which is paid for
through advertising and monthly premium subscription packages, allows users to store music on their tablets, iPods, and mobile phones and is available
throughout much of Europe. This access has led observers to compare the
service to a public “utility,” readily available to provide music on tap. However, because of more complicated rights systems, the service was unavailable in the United States until 2011. In most European countries, Spotify’s
founder, Daniel Ek, was able to negotiate with centralized national organizations of artists, while in the United States, he had to negotiate with individual
labels.28 Thus, as is the case for the movie industry, “digital distance” often
proves to be a major barrier to full mobile access to entertainment.
Finally, the promotional discourse framing platform mobility sometimes
obscures the materiality of delivery systems and devices. As Charles Acland
reminds us, “screens are things: they are the products of industry and labor;
they take up space; they are made of solid substance; they change people’s
bodily orientation.”29 On the one hand, Acland’s comments remind us that
iPhones, whether used for making phone calls or watching a movie, are material artifacts that can get lost or tossed into a junkyard. In other circumstances
iPhones require users to navigate their bodily orientation toward the phone’s
screen if they choose to watch a movie or TV show.30 Further, although the
delivery of movies and TV shows to our iPhones may seem almost magical,
the material aspects of these technologies shape their use. The Netflix app, in
particular, required such a large amount of bandwidth that technology journalists speculated that Apple and Netflix waited until AT&T, the company
that provides wireless service for iPhones, ended their unlimited 3G wireless
data plans before releasing the app.31 In addition, streaming video, at least for
now, tends to consume battery power quickly, making it difficult to view an
entire film without having to plug the phone into an electrical outlet. Thus,
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although the discussions of platform mobility seem to imagine an audiovisual
culture in which screens are ubiquitous, spectators are mobile, and entertainment selections are infinite, that platform mobility is, in fact, constrained by
a variety of technological, legal, and social factors.

Conclusion
Many of the questions about platform mobility reemerged in early 2011, just
as I was completing this chapter, when six major studios—Lionsgate, Paramount, Sony, Fox, Universal, and Warner Bros.—announced the creation of
UltraViolet, a digital-distribution initiative that would allow consumers to
access movies and TV shows stored in the cloud. Households would be able
to create accounts with up to six members who could view content via up to
twelve devices. The device would allow consumers to purchase a movie once,
on DVD, and then upload that content to a “digital locker,” which they could
access whenever or wherever, using a designated code from any of the twelve
devices associated with the account.32 In this sense, UltraViolet seemed to offer a solution to the problems associated with platform mobility. Rather than
being required to purchase the same content multiple times, consumers were
assured that the digital format—unlike VHS and, presumably, DVD—would
never become obsolete. Although the planned service offers “lifetime content
ownership rights,” it remains unclear whether consumers, who are now accustomed to subscription video services such as Netflix, will be willing to pay
to “own” digital content.33 In fact, many technology observers concluded
that consumers have become accustomed to the logic of platform mobility, in
which they access content through various pay-per-view or subscription services.34 Although it is difficult to predict whether users will buy in to UltraViolet, many users seem content to rely upon transient access to media texts.
But much like the Netflix and Hulu Plus apps for the iPhone, UltraViolet is
submerged in the challenges introduced by platform mobility.
Ultimately, these delivery systems point to unsettled questions in media
studies today: How are viewers or users negotiating screen culture in the era
of platform mobility, and how do these media-consumption practices reflect
a new common sense regarding media use? Media-consumption habits involve a complex assemblage of technological artifacts, legal arrangements,
and corporate negotiations, but they are also shaped by advertising, as well
as the discourses of technology experts. Thus, the debates about cord cutting, in particular, reflect the development of a practical knowledge about
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the media ecosystem as users navigate their relationship to the platforms and
delivery systems through which they consume media. Rather than viewing
platform mobility as merely reinforcing a segmented, atomized media culture, we should instead engage with ways in which users adapt these tools.
Understanding this complex intersection between technological form and social protocols can provide us with a clearer account of everyday screen culture
in the era of media mobility.
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Platforms, Pipelines, and Politics
The iPhone and Regulatory Hangover

J E N N I F E R H O LT

A

Expo in January 2007, CEO Steve Jobs announced
that Apple was reinventing the phone and giving the world a “breakthrough Internet communications device.”1 It would do the work of
a video iPod, a mobile phone, and an Internet-enabled computer all in one.
It would also have patented touch-screen controls, visual voicemail, Internet browsing, video capability, and apps that could provide everything from
stock market updates to surf reports. One thing it would not have: a regulatory framework to accommodate all of those services found on one device.
As Jobs proclaimed, the convergence of telecommunications, media, and
computing represented by the iPhone has indeed been a dream come true for
consumers. For policy makers, however, it has created a nightmare.
By the time of the iPhone’s launch, contemporary media and telecommunications industries had taken on new dimensions and functions that had rendered many fundamental tenets of their regulation inadequate and irrelevant.
Thanks to technological advances and the ripple effect of shifting business
models in the digital era, there are different industries regulated by disparate
policy regimes now housed together on one device or platform. Add the dramatic pace of innovation and rapidly blurring boundaries between media and
telecommunications into the mix, and the result is that the standards of regulation have grown out of touch with reality. Essentially, policy has been out-
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paced by technological and industrial advances, as regulators are struggling to
accommodate a digital and convergent media landscape. Legal analysts agree
that the pace of digitization and convergence, which has united previously
separate applications and protocols in one communications platform, has
also created major problems for regulators. As one legal scholar argues, “To
harness the full potential of this convergence, a wholesale, bottom-up revision of basic communications law is necessary.”2 Content and carriers no longer conform to their originally designed borders or boundaries—computers
now deliver phone calls, privately owned cable wires deliver “free” broadcast
programming, phones now deliver information and entertainment—and that
has created a regulatory crisis.
This crisis has left regulatory policy unable to address the needs of consumers, the requirements for a competitive marketplace, or the responsibilities to the public interest (which have yet to be substantively conceptualized
or reimagined for a digital media environment). Instead, there are converging markets for entertainment, information, and communications being
regulated by policies designed by, in, and for another era. In fact, the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) is partially regulating the iPhone
and similar devices with policy fundamentals first written in the era of the
telegraph.
Convergence is certainly not a new phenomenon or idea. While it has
been a prominent feature of academic and popular discussion since the early
2000s, the term has a much longer history than is usually acknowledged. In
fact, convergence is a concept that has been active in regulatory discourse
since the 1960s. In what would become known as the “Computer I Inquiry,”
the FCC began to investigate the best way to treat and regulate computer
networks that were already beginning to pose some tough questions for
regulators. The agency was concerned with the growing interfaces between
computers and communications and labeled this dynamic “convergence” in
1966. In the inquiry, which one attorney for the FCC labeled “a necessary
precondition for the success of the Internet,”3 it was noted that this convergence had already “given rise to a number of regulatory and policy questions
within the purview of the Communications Act,” and thus the FCC began
grappling with some of these fundamental issues of classification and regulatory design.4
Forty-five years later, these regulatory and policy questions have yet to
be resolved. The arrival of the Internet and subsequent accelerated convergence of distribution technologies has created a much larger “regulatory
hangover”—the inability of policy to keep pace with technological develop-
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ments. This disconnect has become particularly pronounced in the language
and concerns of media policy, where technology has transformed communications industries and, in turn, wreaked havoc on the foundational rationales
for many regulatory paradigms.
This chaos presents pressing economic, technological, and cultural dilemmas about regulation in an era of convergence. Among them: How should
regulators treat a device that contains as many platforms, paradigms, and services as the iPhone? How will the battles over the Internet’s regulatory classification affect the future of the iPhone and similar devices? How do contemporary regulatory politics determine the ways in which services on the iPhone
will be classified and regulated in the future? This chapter will address these
dynamics by examining the historical trajectory of regulating broadband networks and the role that the iPhone has played in reconceptualizing the importance of platforms and devices to the pipelines that service them.

A Ticking Timeline
In many ways, the current regulatory crisis—and hangover—is fundamentally about distribution. When the functions and purposes of distribution
“pipelines” are no longer singular, which function and attendant regulatory
standard should take precedence? Which rationale drives policy? The iPhone
receives and transmits voice, video, and data, either through wireless telecommunications networks or wireless broadband networks. The similar ability (and regulatory permission) for wireline providers to carry numerous different types of media through one cable or wire has led to the current crisis
in media and communications policy. In short, the government needs a new
framework that somehow accommodates multiplatform voice and data applications and networks. This is extremely complicated, as it is often impossible to distinguish where one service ends and the other begins, such as with
Internet telephony or the transmission of entertainment or data over telephone wires. As the telecommunications policy expert Rob Frieden has written, “the FCC cannot make bright line, either/or distinctions between services, and because vastly different regulatory burdens apply based on which
classification the Commission picks, marketplace competition can become
distorted.”5 There is also the attendant imperfect science of making content
distinctions—if and where one type of content “ends” (e.g., voice) and the
other “begins” (e.g., data)—when looking at convergent media services.
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Additionally, there is the critical difference between intramodal competition (among service providers using the same technology, such as numerous wireline long-distance carriers competing with one another for phone
customers) and intermodal competition (between different technologies providing the same service, e.g., wireless companies competing with wireline
long-distance carriers). It is largely because of intermodal competition—such
as video that can be provided over phone wires and telecommunications that
can be provided via cable—that separate regulatory regimes are now competing with one another. Even though these providers are offering the same
service to consumers, they are subject to different regulations because of their
technological infrastructure.
One particularly vexing host of problems in this arena has been the regulation of Internet service providers (ISPs) and the classification of broadband
services. This history of broadband regulation is one of the more contentious
and contested policy histories and represents the hangover engendered by
the growing disconnect between the capabilities and practices of new digital
technologies and the policies designed to police them. Thus, the iPhone’s
simple switch that allows the user to choose between using Wi-Fi networks
and AT&T’s 3G network (in the United States) for an Internet connection
also links the user to a host of not-so-simple regulatory battles that have been
playing out for years—battles to determine how we classify and regulate content that is delivered over mobile technologies like the iPhone and how the
technological infrastructure of smartphones will be treated by regulators and
experienced by consumers.
Currently, in the United States there are separate laws and provisions for
regulating what are known as “information services” and “telecommunications services.” As of this writing, broadband service is being regulated as
an “information service” under Title I of the Communications Act of 1934,
as amended by the Telecommunications Act of 1996. The Telecommunications Act created the category of information services, which are defined as
“the offering of a capability for generating, acquiring, storing, transforming,
processing, retrieving, utilizing, or making available information via telecommunications, and includes electronic publishing, but does not include any
use of any such capability for the management, control, or operation of a
telecommunications system or the management of a telecommunications service.”6 In other words, they can make information available via telecommunications but they can’t own or operate that system. Information services are
distinguished from (and regulated less stringently than) telecommunications
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services, which appear under Title II of the Communications Act and have
the important distinction of being common carriers.
The common carrier status is a crucial element of the battle over broadband classification.7 Congress first enacted common common carrier legislation in 1910 for the telegraph and telephone.8 “At the heart of common
carriage,” Tim Wu explains, “lies the idea that certain businesses are either
so intimately connected, even essential, to the public good, or so inherently
powerful—imagine the water or electric utilities—that they must be compelled to conduct their affairs in a nondiscriminatory way.” These businesses
are subject to stricter regulations as they are viewed as essential infrastructure
for the national economy and public welfare and must be available to the
general public without prejudice. In general, Wu notes that telecommunications, banking, energy, and transportation are identified as common carriers.9
Broadcasters are not considered common carriers. At this point, neither are
Internet service providers (even if they are telecommunications companies),
and that distinction has been the focal point of contention in much of broadband’s regulatory history.
Although Internet service in the United States is not currently viewed as
warranting common carrier status under the law, it has historically enjoyed
such privileges in the American media landscape. Indeed, the classification
of broadband access as a telecommunications service is essential to preserving “net neutrality,” or what are essentially common carriage principles for
the Internet. The importance of maintaining these common carriage requirements are paramount for a host of cultural, economic, and industrial concerns, including the cultivation of a free and open Internet, with the flow of
information not subject to influence or control by conglomerate gatekeepers, political forces, or censors of any kind; the stimulation of investment in
developing platforms and technologies; and maintenance of a competitive
marketplace that encourages and supports continued innovation. One only
has to look at how Internet access has been manipulated by governments in
China, Iran, North Korea, Cuba, and, most recently, during the January 2011
uprising in Egypt (among others) for examples of what can happen when
these principles are not enshrined in new media policy.10
In the United States, cable has been regulated separately from both telecommunications and broadcasting, but their regulatory histories have been
intertwined for many decades. One moment of this convergence can even
be found in the Cable Communications Policy Act of 1984, the first federal
policy specifically designed to guide the FCC’s regulation of cable television.
It represented a shift in the FCC’s approach from restricting cable’s growth to
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a new era of promoting its expansion. This act also had implications for the
telecommunications industry (and, ultimately, the future regulation of Internet service providers) largely because it codified cross-ownership restrictions
to prevent telephone companies and cable companies—sworn enemies already by that point—from owning one another. This 1984 provision basically
restated the cross-ownership ban that was enacted by the FCC in 1970 and
ensured that cable and telecommunications would be regulated separately.11
Thus, cable was allowed to continue its expansion without the threat of competition from the telecommunications companies, and telephone companies
were prevented from offering cable services to their local subscribers. A fierce
rivalry raged on between the two, despite regulations and laws preventing
the baby bells from encroaching on cable’s territory, and telecommunications
was forcibly kept out of the entertainment industry—and the video delivery
business—until the ban was repealed in 1996.12
In a separate but related matter, the baby bells began lobbying for legal
relief from the AT&T consent decrees in 1984 in order to get a foothold in
the video market; with the Telecommunications Act of 1996, they finally got
their wish. Once it was signed into law, the phone companies were allowed
to operate as information providers and were no longer restricted to offering
only phone services. Now, the door for was opened for telecommunications
companies to begin providing cable and Internet services as well.
Still, the FCC required the phone companies to provide some measure of
protection for consumers, and they were treated as common carriers when
providing high-speed DSL service over their wires. Marvin Ammori, Susan
Crawford, and Tim Wu harked back to this time in a widely circulated letter
to FCC chairman Julius Genachowski in 2010. When urging Genachowski
to protect and preserve the open Internet, they argued that given the early
requirements for phone companies providing high-speed Internet service, “it
is accurate to say that before 2002 Internet access was protected from discrimination.”13 Nevertheless, the cable industry did not want to be subject to
the same restrictions as DSL service providers and consequently asked for an
exemption from the requirements that phone companies faced. This is when
the current classification debacle picked up speed.
Cable modems had historically been treated the same way as Internet service provided by phone companies—i.e., as a “telecommunications service”
—but in 2000, the Ninth Circuit court ruled that cable broadband operators
actually provided a combination of “telecommunications” and “information”
services, offering a decision that only created greater confusion for regulators.14 Shortly thereafter, the Bush FCC put forth its 2002 Cable Modem
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Order, which defined cable Internet service providers as an information service.15 This basically exempted ISPs from common carriage regulations by
separating them from the more heavily regulated Title II telecommunications
services. Activists have been demanding the return of the telecommunications classification for ISPs ever since, in order to preserve common carriage
principles for the Internet and regulators’ ability to enforce those principles
and maintain an “open Internet.”
The (re)classification drama continued, as the U.S. Ninth Circuit District
Court reversed the FCC’s cable modem order in 2003 and went back to the
characterization of ISPs as telecommunications services/common carriers.
Two years later, in what became known as the “Brand X case,” the United
States Supreme Court upheld the FCC’s 2002 policy in their 2005 ruling on
National Cable and Telecommunications Association v. Brand X Internet Services.
This decision reversed the Ninth Circuit and took cable modem services back
to being classified as Title I information services. The Supreme Court’s decision in the Brand X case reaffirmed the FCC’s 2002 cable modem order and
released Internet service providers from common carriage requirements.16
This meant that Internet service providers were reclassified four times in five
years by federal agencies and the courts, ultimately arriving at the Supreme
Court’s decision in 2005 that cable modem services are Title I information
services and, therefore, not common carriers.
One of the most interesting aspects of the Brand X decision was the scathing dissent (moment of clarity?) from Justice Antonin Scalia. Scalia disagreed
with the court’s reasoning that since cable modem service did not offer highspeed Internet access separately and by itself—it needed the help of other services, applications, and functions—then it did not actually “offer” high-speed
access to the Internet. Scalia argued that this was analogous to a pizzeria
saying that it did not offer pizza delivery, even though it bakes pizzas and
bring them directly to your house. “The pet store may have a policy of selling
puppies only with leashes,” he continued, “but any customer will say that it
does offer puppies—because a leashed puppy is still a puppy, even though
it is not offered on a ‘stand-alone’ basis.” So just as pet stores bundle puppies with leashes and pizzerias bundle baking with delivery, Scalia saw that
cable modem bundled cable and telecommunications services and refused to
deny the existence of either one. He concluded by saying that “after all is said
and done, after all the regulatory cant has been translated, and the smoke of
agency expertise blown away, it remains perfectly clear that someone who
sells cable-modem service is ‘offering’ telecommunications.” As for the court’s
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decision, Scalia finished his dissent by simply stating: “It is a sadness that the
Court should go so far out of its way to make bad law.”17
Nevertheless, the court had spoken. The FCC then based its own Internet Policy Statement (adopted in August 2005, less than two months after
the Brand X decision) on the Telecommunications Act, which holds separate
regulatory regimes for carriers providing telephony and those providing information services.18 The Supreme Court decision and the resulting regulatory approach by the FCC has drawn the agency into an “existential crisis”
according to media reform group Free Press, “leaving the agency unable to
protect consumers in the broadband marketplace, and unable to implement
the National Broadband Plan.”19 This crisis was evident when the FCC later
censured Comcast for “throttling bandwidth hogs”20 or limiting the services
of customers who were on BitTorrent and using more than their fair share
of Comcast’s bandwidth. The FCC said that what is known as throttling Internet traffic (restricting it) was illegal and in violation of the FCCs rules
to “preserve and promote the vibrant and open character of the Internet.”21
Although the company was not fined and no rules had been set up, Comcast
still turned around and sued the FCC over its order—and won. The FCC’s
sanction was struck down by the D.C. Circuit Court of Appeals in April 2010
because the court ruled that the FCC did not have authority under Title I
of the Communication Act to regulate the Internet or tell Comcast what it
could or could not do. Therefore, in somewhat of a catch-22, the decision to
regulate ISPs as information services also, according to this court, removed
the agency’s authority over Internet regulation.
The consumer advocacy group Public Knowledge argued that the FCC’s
decision not to call ISPs common carriers was based, in part, on the unrealized expectation that competition in the broadband sector would flourish.22
There are rarely, if ever, more than two ISPs to choose from in any given
market in America. This situation is completely different in other parts of the
world; in some European countries, for instance, there is often a choice of
more than twenty different Internet service providers. Furthermore, the U.S.
providers that have emerged have hardly shown themselves to be worthy
stewards of consumer rights or concerned with customer service. Comcast
has been particularly egregious in this regard, blocking BitTorrent and other
peer-to-peer sites back in 2007 and threatening in 2010 to block Netflix unless the service paid a fee for the bandwidth it requires.23 The current state of
indecision leaves consumers (and content providers) vulnerable, leaves pipelines in control, and leaves devices like the iPhone at the mercy of ISPs who

C5870.indb 147

1/30/12 1:24 PM

148

Politics of Redistribution

have the power to deliver value (and valuable content) to these platforms—
and the power to take it away.

The Politics of Technology
As a result of the D.C. Circuit Court’s decision in April 2010, the FCC found
itself with no legal authority to preserve any type of “net neutrality” without
ISPs being classified as common carriers. This sent the FCC’s legal argument
for enforcing an “open Internet” into chaos: it was based on their 2005 Internet Policy Statement, but according to the courts, the agency lacked the
legislative mandate necessary to continue. The Telecommunications Act did
not specifically say the FCC could regulate ISPs or the Internet. Therefore,
Congress would have to pass a law giving the FCC the authority to do so.
At the time of this writing, that is not looking likely—especially if the
March 2010 congressional hearings on the National Broadband Plan are any
indication. Most discussions of net neutrality met with great hostility, particularly from Republican members of the House who are the current majority. Representative Mike Rogers (R-MI) confronted FCC chairman Julius
Genachowski on his proposals, arguing that the agency should not stand in
the way of free-market competition. “We ought to get out of their way and let
competition reign the day,” Rogers said. “Netscape . . . [and] Facebook . . .
didn’t happen b/c of this social justice notion, ‘we’re going to have this exchange of information, and we’re going to be in the backyard and have Kumbaya and play drums.’ It happened because somebody was going to make
some money.”24 Rhetoric like this is emblematic of how undeniably powerful and enduring the mythological construct of the “free market” remains.
Remarkably, it still endures in the wake of the 2008 economic crash and its
attendant critical lessons on the dangers of deregulating crucial sectors of the
economy, and despite the fact that ISPs have already proven that the competition and consumer benefits that were supposed to arise out of the FCC’s 2003
cable modem order never came to pass.
In the midst of this regulatory limbo, in August 2010, Google and Verizon
offered up their own “legislative framework” for the FCC to consider when
crafting the nation’s Internet access policies.25 These companies were strange
bedfellows indeed. Google had been a longtime supporter of net neutrality
and had been rather active in urging the public to join the fight to preserve
an open Internet.26 After all, its business model depends on billions of con-
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sumers being able to access its properties (YouTube, Google, Gmail) quickly
and without having to pay extra for speedy service. Verizon, on the other
hand, has fought against the open Internet as the company has much to gain
financially from a “tiered” system that could charge content providers more
depending on the speed of transmission. The proposal included arguments
for transparency, limiting the FCC’s jurisdiction, and assorted loopholes for
managing networks and eliminating “net neutrality” requirements for wireless services.
The arrogance of two major stakeholders purporting to help the FCC
establish policy to regulate themselves might have been funny if it did not
have such a serious effect on shaping the terms of debate for the press, lawmakers, and the FCC. In fact, just four months after Google and Verizon
proffered their immodest proposal, the FCC passed new net-neutrality rules
that looked strikingly similar. In December 2010, hoping everyone might be
on vacation and away from their computers, the FCC came out with new
net-neutrality rules that didn’t make anyone happy, leading many to label
them “fake net neutrality.” These rules echoed many of the principles put
forth by the companies they would be regulating, most notably in their support of nondiscrimination practices—except for all wireless networks. The
three-to-two vote along party lines did protect content providers and consumers from “throttling” and said the ISPs cannot adjust providers’ connection speeds on wired Internet service. Nevertheless, it left wireless wide
open for discriminatory practices at a time when Internet traffic is moving
steadily away from wired devices and relying more and more on wireless
networks.
The community of policy scholars, journalists, and activists following this
issue were largely disdainful of the FCC’s rules as they were crafted. Rob
Frieden encapsulated most complaints quite succinctly when he wrote, “The
rationale for exempting wireless does not pass the smell test. . . . The technical
and operational aspects of wireless strongly necessitate the non-discrimination
requirement.”27 As Lawrence Lessig observed, “Policymakers, using an economics framework set in the 1980s, convinced of its truth and too arrogant to
even recognize its ignorance, will allow the owners of the ‘tubes’ to continue
to unmake the Internet—precisely the effect of Google and Verizon’s policy
framework.”28 A cofounder of Wired magazine, John Battelle, weighed in on
the partnership as well: “Imagine if, back in 1997, we had ceded the early Web
economy to Comcast and AT&T so they could create ‘choke points’ that ‘gave
us what we wanted.’ Where would we be now?”29
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Almost immediately after the FCC’s announcement, Verizon had one
of its own: in January 2011, the company asked a federal appeals court to
toss out the net-neutrality rules just put forth by the FCC. This was despite
the watered-down rules’ being almost exactly what Verizon proposed with
Google just a month before, particularly in areas such as consumer protection, nondiscrimination, transparency, “reasonable network management,”
and treatment of wireless.30 Verizon’s attorney in the proceedings had led
Comcast’s 2008 lawsuit against the FCC (and won), getting the courts to say
that the FCC did not have the authority over the broadband Internet-access
service at issue in that case. Verizon claimed that the rules were illegal and
asked for the whole net-neutrality order to be vacated by the court. Despite
the similarities to its own plan, despite the fact that the rules were clearly
written with overriding concern for Verizon’s interests, Verizon was unhappy
enough about the threat of FCC regulation in any form that it went to the
courts. “We are deeply concerned by the FCC’s assertion of broad authority
for sweeping new regulation of broadband networks and the Internet itself,”
Verizon senior vice president and deputy general counsel Michael Glover
said. “We believe this assertion of authority goes well beyond any authority provided by Congress, and creates uncertainty for the communications
industry, innovators, investors and consumers.”31
Essentially, Verizon did not want the FCC to exercise any authority over
broadband networks or the Internet, and the company would rather take
the odds that Congress—a body much slower to act and full of members
who take millions of dollars from the telecommunications industry—might
be more sympathetic to its needs than President Obama’s FCC. This strategy of appealing to Congress is more in line with Verizon’s larger goals,
anyhow—much like legal analysts and consumer-advocacy groups (although
for different reasons), the company has been quite vocal about the need for
major renovations to the current legislative framework and the growing disconnect between current industry conditions and those in place at the time
that key regulations were conceived. Verizon vice president Thomas Tauke
has said the proposed use of Title II (labeling broadband as a common carrier
telecommunications service) highlights “the danger of attempting to apply
statutory provisions intended for the telephone industry of the 1900s to the
communications and Internet world of the 21st Century. . . . Now is the time
to focus on updating the law affecting the Internet.”32 Verizon’s public positions are representative of most telecommunications companies, which have
held inconsistent and contradictory positions on regulation—demanding it
one minute, condemning it the next.
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Even the iPhone has been caught up in the politicking, with the industry
consultant Bret Swanson testifying before the FCC that it might not have
been developed if net neutrality was in place. “The Apple iPhone may never
have emerged if we had blocked or discouraged the type of ‘exclusive,’ ‘discriminatory’ deals like the one Apple (a new entrant to the mobile market)
struck with AT&T,” he claimed. “Apple’s entry was a move fraught with uncertainty, and the partnership with AT&T allowed both sides to make the
investments of time and money necessary to execute a monumental project.
The iPhone unleashed wave after wave of innovation in the mobile arena—
like ‘app stores’—thus pushing all competitors at many layers of the wireless
value chain towards more dynamism and openness than ever before.”33 Such
testimony and public posturing of various players like Apple has helped to
define the ways in which the technologies at issue are discussed, debated, and
framed for lawmakers. This particular example of using the iPhone’s success
as a platform to make an argument for the care and feeding of pipelines is
quite shrewd but ultimately supports the interest of ISPs, as opposed to the
iPhones or any other platforms that they service.

Dumb Pipes, Smartphones
In the end, these infrastructure politics are also helping to redefine the power
dynamics between platforms and pipelines, with Apple and the iPhone playing a significant role in this shift. Indeed, Apple basically changed the wireless
business model, creating a phone that had value in and of itself. Some have
argued that the iPhone has actually transformed the U.S. mobile-phone industry, like Wired editor Fred Vogelstein. “For decades,” he writes, “wireless
carriers have treated manufacturers like serfs, using access to their networks
as leverage to dictate what phones will get made, how much they will cost,
and what features will be available on them. Handsets were viewed largely
as cheap, disposable lures, massively subsidized to snare subscribers and lock
them into using the carriers’ proprietary services. But the iPhone upsets that
balance of power.”34 As a result, emphasis in the marketplace is increasingly
focused on the device itself (platform) instead of the service (pipeline)—the
United States is full of iPhone owners who will tell you that they actually
buy and keep their phone for reasons that have nothing to do with AT&T’s
service and that the service, in fact, is the worst part about owning the phone.
This has not hurt AT&T’s competitive position—yet. AT&T and Verizon
currently enjoy 60 percent of the wireless market share of revenue and sub-
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scribers in the United States and continue to increase these numbers thanks
to the iPhone. But it may hurt Apple’s credibility with consumers, particularly if the pipelines don’t improve, because the competition on all platforms
is growing stronger. By originally partnering with AT&T, the country’s largest telecommunications company, Tim Wu notes, “Apple was aligning itself
with the nemesis of everything Google, the Internet, and once even Apple
itself stood for.”35 Interestingly, it was (former) Google CEO Eric Schmidt
who was actually on stage with Jobs at the original iPhone launch in 2007.
However, within just a few years, Schmidt was no longer anywhere to be seen
around Jobs after several business disputes and intensifying competition between Apple and Google drove a wedge between the companies and Schmidt
resigned from Apple’s board of directors in 2009.
Nevertheless, this power shift from delivery systems to devices in the
eyes of consumers (and marketers) has changed the way that carriers and
manufacturers are conducting business in the $150 billion wireless industry.
Part of this can be ascribed to the role of Steve Jobs and his management of
the relationship between Apple and AT&T. Still, Vogelstein has argued that
by giving so much control to Jobs, AT&T “risked turning its vaunted—and
expensive—network into a ‘dumb pipe,’ a mere conduit for content rather
than the source of that content.”36 Whether this newly ascribed agency to
consumers, manufacturers, and developers has turned wireless networks into
dumb pipes—carriers without agency—has yet to be determined, particularly
by regulators. In fact, that is precisely what is at stake: how conscious, how
active, how controlling can these pipelines actually be when delivering content to smartphones? A dumb pipe is traditionally an open pipe, so as far as
net-neutrality advocates are concerned—the dumber the better. In all likelihood, however, regulators, lobbyists, consumers, lawyers, judges, and politicians will continue to spar over this until regulatory language is rewritten for
a convergent, digital, intermodal, multiplatform era.
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months after the iPhone was introduced, Lev Grossman in Time magazine, reflected upon the most valuable invention
of 2007. At first he could not make up his mind. Admittedly there
had been a lot written about the iPhone, he argued—if truth be told, a massive number of articles, with extensive media coverage, hype, “and a lot of
guff too.” Grossman hesitated. He confessed that he could not type on the
iPhone; it was too slow, too expensive, and even too big. “It doesn’t support my work e-mail. It’s locked to AT&T. Steve Jobs secretly hates puppies.
And—all together now—we’re sick of hearing about it!”
Yet when Grossman had finished with his litany of complaints, the iPhone
was nevertheless in his opinion, “the best thing invented this year.” He gave
five reasons. First of all, the iPhone had made design important for smartphones. At a time when most tech companies did not treat form seriously,
Apple had made style a trademark of their seminal product. Of course, Apple
had always known that nice, smart design was as important as good technology, and the iPhone was therefore no exception. Still, it was something of
a stylistic epitome—and to Grossman even “pretty.” Another of his reasons
had to do with touch. Apple didn’t invent the touch screen, but according to
Grossman the company engineers had finally understood what to do with it.
In short, Apple’s engineers used the touch screen to innovate past the graphic
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user interface, which Apple once pioneered with the Mac, to create “a whole
new kind of interface, a tactile one that gives users the illusion of actually
physically manipulating data with their hands.”
Another reason, in Grossman’s view, that the iPhone was the most valuable invention of 2007, was its benefit to the mobile market in general. On
the one hand, the iPhone was built to evolve, and in years to come (as we
now know) he expected numerous upgraded versions. On the other hand,
the device would all likely push competing smartphone companies to invent
new products that would work even better, not the least in regards to service providers. Mobile phones are lame because “cell-phone-service providers
hobble developers with lame rules about what they can and can’t do.”
The main reason, however, that Lev Grossman decided to name the iPhone
the tech invention of 2007 was as simple as it was technologically complex. In
his view, the iPhone was not a phone—but rather a mobile computing platform. When Apple came up with the idea and produced the iPhone, “it didn’t
throw together some cheap-o-bare-bones firmware,” Grossman praised. It
took OS X and “squished it down to fit inside the iPhone’s elegant glass-andstainless-steel case.” In his opinion this made the iPhone into more than just
a tech gadget; rather, it seemed to him the first genuine walk-around computer. Thus, as a potent hardware it could potentially be filled with numerous
wonderful programs and applications. In fact, one of the trends of 2007, as
Grossman finally put it, was the idea that computing belonged not only in cyberspace but more so in the real world. The iPhone simply got “applications
like Google Maps out onto the street, where we really need them.”1

The iPhone as Platform
The notion of “platform” is frequently associated with the Web 2.0 phenomena. As is well known, after 2005, social media and user-driven content rapidly became ubiquitous on the net; Facebook and YouTube began their rise
to fame, and the Web changed in a cumulative rather than technological way.
Targeting the iPhone as a mobile computation platform fits nicely into this
new digital pattern, and, as stated in the introduction to this book, there
is more than one resemblance between the iPhone and YouTube. Indeed,
already in 2007 the iPhone promised an endless array of differentiated usage,
which gradually became a fact. Today, the iPhone is not only a great e-mailing
device and game console; it can transform itself into a flute, a blood-pressure
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machine, or even an 8 mm vintage camera. In short, perceived—and increasingly promoted by Apple—as a software platform, the iPhone has become a
universal device with a seemingly endless array of possibilities.
Such a teleological way of looking at technological devices, however, remains a poor way of understanding computer history. On the contrary, it
needs to be stressed that at the time of Lev Grossman’s writing there was
no tech-determinational factor regulating or even dictating a development
in this direction. In Apple’s initial iPhone TV commercials, for example,
nothing is mentioned about “apps”—let alone a mobile computing platform.
When launched the iPhone was perceived and marketed as a smart phone to
surf, e-mail, and call with. Nothing else. Apple, in fact, argued it had reinvented the phone, which in a sense was missing the point because calling
with the new device soon became a peripheral activity. Still, Apple decided to
call the device an iPhone: interpersonal communication was central and the
practice of calling was, hence, upgraded with the iPhone’s innovative design
and multitouch display. An iPod could play music—which also became possible on the iPhone—and in many ways Apple saw the iPhone as an upgraded
continuation of the earlier device. However, it was still hardware that Apple
had manufactured and hence obtained absolute control over, making it no
different from other company products.
Nonetheless, 2007 saw quite a lot of debate and discussion as to whether
Apple would allow other, external developers to write code for the iPhone.
Initially, the company would only accept what were then called “Web applications,” which ran through the browser Safari. It seems, however, that Apple
(and notably Jobs) gradually altered its opinion regarding these third-party
applications, in spite of company tradition. Given what was to come, this
became an utterly important change of mind. In mid-October 2007, some
weeks before Grossman’s article, Jobs uploaded a short blog post on Apple’s
Hot News—simply signed “Steve”—where he promised to release a software
development kit for the iPhone’s iOS:
Let me just say it: We want native third party applications on the iPhone,
and we plan to have an SDK in developers’ hands in February [2008].
We are excited about creating a vibrant third party developer community
around the iPhone and enabling hundreds of new applications for our users. With our revolutionary multi-touch interface, powerful hardware and
advanced software architecture, we believe we have created the best mobile platform ever for developers. . . . It will take until February to release
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an SDK because we’re trying to do two diametrically opposed things at
once—provide an advanced and open platform to developers while at the
same time protect iPhone users from viruses, malware, privacy attacks, etc.2

Lev Grossman’s vision of the iPhone as a mobile platform was a direct
consequence of Jobs’s post—and maybe the core reason that it was a significant invention for him. Nevertheless, Grossman made the ironic comment,
that “after a lot of throat-clearing”—not to mention the claimed Apple “protection” from “attacks”—Jobs finally decided to open up the iPhone. Furthermore, Jobs hoped to create a vibrant “community” around the device, a term
(like the notion of platform) often used in relation to Web 2.0. In effect, as
Grossman stated, this meant that “you” and people other than Apple employees “will be able to develop software for it too. Ever notice all that black blank
space on the iPhone’s desktop? It’s about to fill up with lots of tiny, pretty,
useful icons.”3
And fill up it did. If Jobs envisioned “hundreds of new applications” in his
blog post, today there are more than 350,000 apps available in the App Store.
Apple has certainly created a lively community around the iPhone, which is
as vibrant as it is profitable: “There’s almost no limit to what your iPhone
can do.”4 Indeed, perceiving the iPhone as an “open platform” in many ways
makes it resemble sites such as YouTube, at least in an economic sense. Like
YouTube, Apple’s App Store is a hybrid economy where free programs and
apps intermingle with ad-funded and purchasable apps, but every transaction
(be it in terms of money or data) is controlled by Apple. The Apple SDK kit is
essentially open to any developer—even if the resulting code always needs to
be approved by Apple. The core difference, however, between many Web 2.0
enterprises and the App Store is that Apple remains in total control. Google,
for example, does not supervise the uploading process on YouTube, which
after all is the reason for the site’s popularity and dominance. It does loosely
monitor it afterward, but Apple’s App Store works the other way around—
on its “open platform” all apps are strictly controlled before use. Nonetheless,
this kind of policing of content has resulted in a similar dominant market
position.
In spite of this peculiar and extraordinary market situation, Apple has
managed to develop its App Store into that “vibrant third party developer
community” that Jobs once envisioned. When this universal, old-fashioned
general store of code was launched during the summer of 2008—a few
months after the initial SDK was released—there were approximately 500
apps available. As few tech-interested persons have missed, the number grew
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at an exhilarating pace. In March 2009 Apple’s mobile computing platform
had already attracted “new software and new functions in droves,” according
to Walt Mossberg. He bluntly stated that owing an iPhone was one thing,
but “the App Store is what makes your device worth its price. It’s the software, not the hardware, that makes these gadgets compelling.”5 In November
2009 Apple boasted more than 100,000 available apps, and the rest is already
computer history. In late January 2011 the App Store reached 10 billion downloads. As a consequence, it has been argued that the iPhone software platform
might be the most innovative in the history of computing, and the very notion of the “app” has led to major changes in how the Internet works. The
Web might not (yet) be as dead as some proclaim, but the app phenomena
has definitely transformed the digital domain and altered the basic structures
of URLs and links. Today, the app seems, in fact, to be on its way to replacing traditional computer programs; as the name suggests, you can’t find any
programs in Apple’s App Store—only apps, which, of course, functions as
programs.
Nonetheless, if Apple received criticism for the closedness of the iPhone
in 2007, before the SDK release, it still does. Apple continues to manufacture
closed devices and monitor code and software like no other tech company, the
argument goes. Complaints have become even more frequent as Apple has
tightened its grip. In February 2011, for example, the company announced it
would now require that all content experiences that can be paid for in an app
must be purchasable inside the app—from which Apple naturally collects a 30
percent fee. As the app universe closes in, and apps can no longer can direct
users to an open Web browser for transactions, bitter and harsh condemnations on the net have become ubiquitous. There are innumerous websites,
blog posts, and articles discussing Apple’s openness or closedness—not the
least regarding the iPhone’s iOS and its relation to Google’s “open” and free
Android mobile operating system.6
One of the major topics intensely debated in the digital domain at present
revolves around this issue of Apple’s “app universe” versus Google’s “open
Web,” in general, and which mobile OS will end up victorious, in particular.
Hence, it comes as no surprise that Google’s (recent) CEO, Eric Schmidt,
proclaimed in autumn 2010 that “closedness” is Apple’s core strategy. As
a former Apple board member, Schmidt should know. “You have to use
their development tools, their platform, their software, their hardware,” he
complained. And even when you submit an app, “they have to approve it.
You have to use their distribution. That’s not open. . . . The inverse would
be open.”7
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Departing from Schmidt’s quote, as well as the unquestionable fact that
the App Store recently reached 10 billion downloads—despite being a strictly
controlled market—the purpose of this chapter is to dialectically reflect on
the critique of Apple’s business strategy. By using the iPhone as a particular
case, as well as to discuss “open” versus “closed” in relation to innovative
technology in general, I will argue that a restricted and controlled digital
domain seems to have its advantages. If open platforms have been seen as
promoting innovation more effectively than proprietary ones, then the App
Store proves the opposite. Criticism delivered by a commercial opponent
(Google) is naturally biased, but the sheer number of app developers working for Apple testifies that even though Eric Schmidt might be right, he is
also wrong. Apple is not about being open; on the contrary, control and
restraint are and have been key to its success. But I seek to problematize the
commonly held belief that openness is always preferable in digital development, a claim fundamental to the open-source philosophy.

On Tethered and Generative Technologies
During recent years a number of media-savvy critics have expressed a kind
of love-hate-relationship with Apple. Their arguments are basically the same
as Eric Schmidt’s: Apple’s products are as excellent as they are closed. John
Batelle, for example, admitted that in the 1980s he had two sentiments regarding Apple: he both liked the company and detested it. In a March 2010
blog post, he wrote, “Apple has created an extraordinary new environment
for developers and entrepreneurs [the App Store], and once again, it has fostered pretty much the same two sentiments.”8
From a more academic perspective, the critique of Apple has often included a dash of net social activism and hacker idealism. Jonathan Zittrain,
for example, has been one of the most fervent critics of closed devices like
the iPhone, Xbox, or TiVo. From the advent of the Arpanet in the 1960s, the
subsequent Internet was perceived as an open communication platform. Tim
Berners-Lee certainly saw the World Wide Web as a collaborative medium,
which his notion of the Read/Write Web testifies to. Yet according to critics of Apple, this kind of general openness, which has been the underlying
tech philosophy of the net and the code and machines used for constructing it, has gradually been undermined by a new wave of personal technologies that cannot be modified by users, be they specific developers or general
consumers.
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Because of the success of Apple’s iPhone, Zittrain has focused his critical
skills on this device, maliciously nicknaming it the iBrick. “The iPhone . . . is
sterile. Rather than a platform that invites innovation, the iPhone comes preprogrammed,” is one of many harsh judgments in his book The Future of the
Internet—and How to Stop It (2008). According to Zittrain, the iPhone’s functionality is locked to users, and Apple can even change it via remote updates.
And to those “who managed to tinker with the code to enable the iPhone to
support more or different applications,” Zittrain writes, “Apple threatened
(and then delivered on the threat) to transform the iPhone into an iBrick.”
As a consequence, Zittrain has argued that the iPhone cannot be generative—basically meaning innovative—“beyond the innovations that Apple
(and its exclusive carrier, AT&T) wanted.”9 According to him, this is a shift
in Apple’s product policy, an alteration he terms the “arc of Apple.” In the
late 1970s, Apple—rather, Steve Wozniak—constructed the reprogrammable
Apple II, a machine that was “totally generative,” as Zittrain put it in an interview in Newsweek. When Wozniak stepped down at Apple, it was Steve Jobs
who then “came out with the Mac that made it so much easier to use while
retaining the generative quality and allowing everyone to write code for it.”
And now, Jobs is “bringing us the iPhone, which in version one is completely
locked down.” So whereas we could all once innovate for the Apple II, Zittrain concludes, only Apple is going to innovate for the iPhone.10
This Newsweek interview was published in May 2008, and Zittrain’s seminal book was likely finished in late 2007 since in it he mentions that the announced SDK kit may allow “others to program the iPhone with Apple’s
permission.”11 In other words, the App Store was not even launched when
Zittrain’s remarks and comments were made. One might suspect that after
10 billion downloads he would have changed his mind, but his book-related
blog reveals that he has hardly altered his opinion. A number of recent postings are as critical of Apple and the iPhone as ever.12 In fact, already in the Newsweek interview, Zittrain jokingly quoted an announcement from Jobs, saying:
“OK, we’re going to allow third-party apps, but you can’t just hand an app
to someone, you have to put it through the iPhone store, and we reserve the
right to take a cut for every app. And if we don’t like the app, we can kill it.”13
Zittrain’s remarks are interesting as a general symptom of an Apple critique
that lately has gotten momentum from the company’s dominance and its success in dictating the rules for both soft- and hardware for personal electronic
devices. Certainly, he deserves credit for articulating early doubts regarding
the control mechanism of the App Store and the subsequent debate that has
followed around Apple censorship. When it comes to policing the App Store

C5870.indb 161

1/30/12 1:24 PM

162

Politics of Redistribution

and the company’s seemingly arbitrary rules for determining whether an app
contains objectionable content, this type of early critique is spot on. Yet the
bigger picture remains obscure—not the least if compared to opinions expressed by third-party developers working with the iOS platform for their
businesses. In a number of interviews that I conducted with Swedish app developers in 2010, for instance, none of the company representatives expressed
any critique of Apple and the App Store.14 On the contrary, all enterprises—
from smaller start-ups to major IT players in the national arena—praised the
App Store as a semiopen platform for the creative sector. In fact, some even
pointed to the fact that Apple had created a marketplace where code could
finally be exchanged (and not pirated) for real money.
Of course, as a gatekeeper Apple controls this particular market, but the
developers I interviewed did not see this as a negative. Rather, from a developer’s perspective, this means that all available apps will work properly
on any given Apple device. Some firms hinted at problems that could occur
given Apple’s control, notably regarding censored content, but these were
marginal statements. In general, all the enterprises praised Apple for creating
the App Store and opening it for third-party developers—vividly expressed
through the fact that none had any hesitations in letting Apple collect 30
percent of app revenue.
Thus, even though some people within the tech industry see the iOS as
innovative, critics of Apple (notably hackers and open-source proponents)
insist that the iPhone cannot by default be a generative technology since it is
not essentially open. The central thesis of Zittrain’s book claims such “generative technologies” as the most important for the development of the digital
domain. On a personal computer, for example, anyone can write code and
distribute it to anyone else. A PC is, hence, generative since it has “the capacity to produce unprompted, user-driven change,” to use Zittrain’s own
phraseology. In his opinion, the problem is that consumers “are increasingly
moving away from generative technologies like the PC and towards tethered ones like the iPhone.” In contrast to generative technologies, a tethered
device restricts usage—or rather, it can only be used in the manner that the
manufacturer has envisioned. Hence, it does not inherently have the capacity
to create user-driven change. “Tethered technologies are not adaptable, nor
are they accessible, nor, in some cases, are they particularly easy to master,”
Zittrain has stated on his blog—quite a remarkable statement in relation to
the iPhone and its 10 billion downloaded apps.15
To be fair, Jonathan Zittrain in no way detests Apple’s smartphone. On the
contrary, he has stated that he thinks “it’s really cool. I just don’t want it to be
the center of the ecosystem along with the Web 2.0 apps.” Instead of tethered
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devices like the iPhone, he has made a general call for “a more grass-roots
dot-org effort to help secure generative systems.”16 His concern is far greater
than a critique of a single product: a broader fear that the wide-ranging capacity for innovation and creativity might decline as tethered tech becomes
more popular—and maybe sets a new default value for personal gadgets. Of
course, one might turn the issue around and ask whether PCs will continue
to be the dominant generative computer technology. Steve Jobs, for one, has
stated that he believes personal computers will become a kind of basic workstations in years to come and that other digital devices (smartphones, tablets,
etc.) will be used for general consumption. “When we were an agrarian nation, all cars were trucks. But as people moved more towards urban centers,
people started to get into cars. I think PCs are going to be like trucks,” as he
put it in a talk at the D8 conference during the summer of 2010.17
Since there are more than 350,000 apps in the App Store—most of them
made by third-party developers—claiming that these products are not generative is utterly strange. The broader question, however, is whether Apple,
with its tight control, can continue to be successful in a competitive mobile
market where rivals are openly licensing their software to other companies.
“There is much more rapid innovation taking place in an open environment,”
David B. Yoffie stated in a New York Times article with the illustrative title
“Will Apple’s Culture Hurt the iPhone?”18 Rapid innovation is one thing,
however, and no one really knows whether openness will prevail as a business
strategy as it did during the PC era. As a matter of fact, the success with the
controlled App Store indicates that openness as a key factor to digital development can be questioned.
The App Store is, no doubt, among the most policed software platforms
in history, as Steven Johnson has argued. Yet “by just about any measure,
the iPhone software platform has been, out of the gate, the most innovative in the history of computing.” In one of the best articles on the matter,
“Rethinking a Gospel of the Web,” published in April 2010, Johnson has
explained why “closed” in tech terms sometimes can be—or at least seems
to be—preferred to “openness.” Johnson asks what would have happened if
Apple had loosened its restrictions. Would the iPhone ecosystem then have
developed into something else, perhaps more innovative, even democratic?
He suspects, however, that this view “is too simplistic. The more complicated
reality is that the closed architecture of the iPhone platform has contributed
to its generativity in important ways,” a claim underscored by my interviews
with app developers.
Hence, one might argue that most of the critique of Apple’s closedness
is misdirected. Rather, one needs to recognize that if external developers
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using a semiclosed platform such as Apple’s iOS can produce hundreds of
thousands of new programs in a few years, the platform must be regarded as
generative, even if it is not essentially open. The iPhone development tools
are a delight, and they have consequently been “a boon for small developers,”
as Johnson states. The economic model used by Apple, “one-click buying,”
has also helped nurture the ecosystem by making it easy and convenient for
consumers to purchase apps impulsively. A third reason for the success, according to Johnson, has to do with Apple’s hardware. The fact that all devices
hooked up to the App Store run on iOS naturally helps developers since it
means they have a “finite number of hardware configurations to surmount.
Developers building apps for, say, Windows Mobile have to create programs
that work on hundreds of different devices, each with its own set of hardware
features.” But developers who are building a game that uses an accelerometer, for example, know that every iOS device on the planet contains one. To
be honest, Johnson does stress that the Apple ecosystem could, or perhaps
would, benefit from a little more openness. And it does remain troubling to
him that a single company can “veto any new application on a whim.”19 But
then again, there remains no doubt, he believes, that the iPhone is a truly
generative technology.

Mobile Strategies to Come
During late autumn of 2010, Mitch Kapor—founder of the Lotus Development Corporation and dubbed a veteran of the “PC-versus-Mac wars”—asserted that building a “tightly controlled ecosystem, which is what Apple has,
is a large short-term advantage.” But, he continued, it also means “a large
long-term disadvantage. . . . The question is, how long is the short term?”20
This statement generated a lot of responses on the Web. One commenter,
in fact, wrote the firm answer that “the short term ends right around now.”
As innovative as Apple and the App Store might be, the argument went,
its closed system would not win against an open system, especially in the
rapidly changing smartphone market. “Android’s openness will foster more
innovation.”21
In the United States, the iPhone remains the best-selling smartphone. According to Apple’s first-quarter numbers for fiscal 2011, the company sold
more than 16 million units.22 Yet since the Android OS is used on many
brands of smartphones, collectively those devices outsell the iPhone. There
are naturally different corporate strategies that Apple could use to strengthen
its market position. At the time of writing, for example, the major question
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is whether Apple will start using other network providers, such as Verizon, in
order to attract people who might have avoided purchasing an iPhone simply
because of AT&T’s much criticized network. But the issue is also broader and
hints at the question of how Apple perceives itself as a company—in short,
what are its core products, and where does most of its profit come from?
Increasingly strong sales of Mac computers suggest that mobile Internet
devices—from iPhones to iPads—will perhaps not be Apple’s main business
(as many have guessed) in the years to come.
There have been a number of speculations that 2011 will be the year when
mobile becomes the new default for the tech industry. Eric Schmidt, for example, recently confessed in the Harvard Business Review that as he thinks
about Google’s strategic initiatives in 2011, “I realize they’re all about mobile.
We are at the point where, between the geolocation capability of the phone
and the power of the phone’s browser platform, it is possible to deliver personalized information about where you are, what you could do there right
now, and so forth—and to deliver such a service at scale.”23 Similar thoughts
are also well represented within the blogosphere. Phil Wainewright has, for
example, stated that “in 2011, mainstream means mobile,” basically predicting that a significant numbers of software enterprises will prioritize and develop for mobile first and desktop second. The corollary of this prediction,
Wainewright writes, is that desktop interfaces will increasingly converge with
mobile ones because “the mobile UI will be the bigger sibling that sets the
standard for how other UIs behave.”
According to Wainewright this shift will in turn influence the relative positions of iOS, Android, and Windows Mobile, giving the open standards an
advantage in terms of new development. In short, what Wainewright suggests is that Apple’s current leadership in the smartphone and tablet market
will erode because the company does not pay enough attention to the Mac.24
Major components of the Mac OS X, including the UNIX core, are open
source, which is not the case at all with iOS. The App Store might be an
“open platform,” but the code regulating it cannot be altered.
Another blogger who has expressed similar ideas is Jean-Baptiste Soufron.
Soufron argues that Apple’s abandonment of open source with iOS on the
iPhone (and iPad) is the first step of a corporate downturn and that during
2011 the company will be challenged by the open Android platform. “It’s just
a sad thing that Apple doesn’t seem to put much effort into the development
of OS X anymore,” he states in blog post—and continues that to him Android
was the OS X of 2010. “Being way more open than iOS, it’s coming en force
with . . . solid software, a nice interface, and the possibility to build upon it to
innovate even more.”25 Naturally, the underlying code is one thing, and the
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programs running the OS another. The open-source-software community’s
immense pool of developers is an advantage for all open mobile operating
systems, and the same goes for apps. Android’s Market now has more than
100,000 apps, and it will likely overtake the App Store in the near future because of the vast number of developers.
Yet a comparison of coming mobile strategies requires a closer look at
how the digital domain has developed in general. A core reason that Apple’s
App Store is such a success is that it offers a structured alternative to the open
Web (a claim vividly expressed by most of the app developers interviewed for
this article). It is simply a controlled digital space without viruses, malware,
unsecure sites, or unstable programs: a gated community of code. And even
if Google is doing a great job helping us find necessary information, there
is also a feeling among the public (one might argue) that having access to
everything on the Web means not being able to find anything. With an app,
however, you instantly get what you want. The app universe, thus, could be
considered a reaction to the openness of the Web. Like a newspaper, it is an
edited space, and as much as we like to be free to read what we want, we also
want the news to be delivered to us.
Compared to Android’s open Market, the App Store is surely a walled garden, albeit one in which everything always works—which is hardly the case at
the former. Of course, signed software is not an absolute guarantee that there
is nothing malicious in the code, but there is (almost) no risk of trouble. All
App Store apps function and are secure, stable, and constantly upgraded in
the most simple way, which is important since most users are not particularly
good at keeping their systems and software up to date.
The success of the iPhone and its subsequent App Store has not occurred
in spite of the tight control over the software but rather because Apple is in
command. Apple has constructed an enormously profitable market space as
a structured alternative to the open Web, with public appeal on many levels.
Customers might, of course, get annoyed if a single controlled outlet cannot
meet all needs of all users, but as Steven Johnson put it, “sometimes, if you
get the conditions right, a walled garden can turn into a rain forest.”26
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The iPhone Apps
A Digital Culture of Interactivity

BA R BA RA F LU EC K I G E R

P

who in his own words is a “hacker, pilot, student
at MIT, cofounder of Auctomatic,” and “lover of waffles,” certainly can
be seen as prototypical of certain first-generation developers of iPhone
apps—the whiz kids.1 Self-taught, he started to program software at an early
age. When Patrick was seventeen, he founded his own company, Auctomatic,
with his younger brother John and sold it two years later for an exorbitant
sum to the Canadian company Live Current Media. During the winter of
2007 he programmed the iPhone app Encyclopedia, an offline version of
Wikipedia that allows almost all of Wikipedia’s online functions, including
the use of links between different entries and in 2010 was offered in eightythree languages, including Chinese, Hindi, and Vietnamese.
In a broad sense, Patrick Collison is an example of a “digital native.” But
he is more than that, given that “digital natives” need not, by definition, be
creative in developing tools; they need only be highly literate in exploiting
predefined structures. As I will argue, following the writings of the media
philosopher Vilém Flusser, it would be a gross misunderstanding to believe
that a technology brings forth mental structures or abilities. More often than
not, as my investigations into the history of technological change have revealed, thought models develop in a wider cultural context before they result
in new technologies, which in turn influence patterns of behavior and thus
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the “wiring” of thoughts. Accordingly, this chapter discusses aspects of the
evolution and properties of a digital culture that led to the development of
the iPhone as a multidimensional tool with functionalities far exceeding the
making of phone calls. App development is a striking example of a technological achievement with a massive impact on the social and cultural structures that govern its use. After starting with some observations regarding the
practice and history of iPhone app development, I will investigate the epistemological aspects of digital encoding in the main part of this chapter. At the
end, I will connect these investigations and deduce certain general insights
pertaining to the cultural and mental consequences of this new technology.
This chapter addresses the role of iPhone apps, as well as their development
and distribution, within the framework of a technological history of media
development in the digital domain. The present study, like other studies of
technological innovation I have conducted in the past, may be described with
Frank Beau’s term of “technobole”: an analysis that focuses on a technology
to extract from it an understanding of its position in culture and society. In
this view, a technology is not the source of teleological change, as technological determinism would assume, but rather a node in a far reaching network
of scientific knowledge and cultural artifacts. More broadly, my approach can
be seen as related to the body of work often subsumed under the label of actor network theory, which represents an antiessentialist, pragmatic view of
sociomaterial processes and the history of knowledge.

The Sweet Solution
At the June 2007 Worldwide Developers Conference, Steve Jobs presented
the iPhone to an excited crowd.2 The idea of third-party apps was already
present: “We have been trying to come up with a solution to expand the
capabilities of the iPhone so developers can write great apps for it, but keep
the iPhone secure. And we’ve come up with a very. Sweet. Solution. . . . An
innovative new way to create applications for mobile devices . . . it’s all based
on the fact that we have the full Safari engine in the iPhone.” What Jobs and
Apple’s Scott Forstall were talking about were Web-based apps running on a
browser, which limited their possibilities for development. At that time, Jobs
and Forstall had a mere eleven apps that they presented over and over, including the calendar, the address book, and photos, apps that continue to constitute the core block of preinstalled apps on the iPhone. In March 2008 there
were approximately 1,000 Web apps available, and the situation improved
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further after that when Apple launched its Apple SDK (software development
kit) platform, which gave third-party developers a sound basis for the development of apps. According to Steve Jobs’s keynote address at the June 2008
WWDC in, ninety-five days after its launch the SDK had 250,000 downloads
and 25,000 registered developers.
With the SDK—which Scott Forstall introduced on the day of its launch
in a presentation entitled “iPhone Software Roadmap”—external developers
were given an application programming interface and a variety of tools to
make use of the internal architecture of the iPhone and its built-in devices.
These included, for example, the localizer, which triangulates the position of
the iPhone and connects it to a Google map, and the accelerometer, a threeaxis device for the positioning of the iPhone in space that adjusts the screen
to its vertical or horizontal position and allows the iPhone to be used as a
controller for games.
The API consists of four main architectural layers: the core operating system, iOS, an adapted version of Apple’s OS X; core services, such as CoreLocation for the development of location-aware apps (for example, to connect to nearby friends and find restaurants), the address book, and the SQLite
database; media for the use of audio-visual content, core animation for the
creation of layered animation, and the Open Graphics Library for Embedded
Systems, a hardware accelerated interface for 3D graphics applications; and,
finally, Cocoa Touch, the user-interface application framework that enables
user control of content by touching the screen or by the use of the accelerometer or localizer. In addition, the SDK offered several tools, most importantly
the Xcode integrated development environment to write code for a new project. This source code that controls a given application is usually hidden from
users.3
Another tool is the Interface Builder, which facilitates graphic-interface
design based on drag and drop. Developers can choose from a menu of predefined controls (buttons, switches, the wheel) or invent their own custom
controls. “Cocoa Touch supports the model view controller paradigm of development,” which also visually connects the view layer to the control layer.
“Because it is a visual editor, you get to see exactly what your interface will
look like at runtime,” Forstall asserted in his “iPhone Software Roadmap”
presentation.
The Interface Builder dictates standardized interfaces, providing a set
of visual building blocks that ensures that every application developed by
third parties fits into Apple’s corporate design. All of these developer tools
are supported by a range of extensions to test and debug applications, either
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by connecting the iPhone to a desktop computer or by running the apps on
an iPhone simulator directly on a Mac. Yet first-generation developers such
as Patrick Collison did not need such predefined structures. He wrote his
Encyclopedia app six months before the App Store was even launched. As
experienced hackers, these young people were able to gain their knowledge
independently by investigating the iPhone and its operating system itself. As
Collison put it in a private message, he “had to ‘disassemble’ the built-in apps
to figure it out.”

Binary Data Encoding and Digital Thinking
The term “digital” is often overused and overgeneralized; it does not differentiate the multifaceted phenomena that rely on digital code. Nevertheless, there
is a basic property common to any form of digital representation, namely, the
binary mode of data encoding. As a universal mode, this encoding process
enables a variety of interactions with data that range from its transmission—
the feeding of data in and to a variety of media—to its transformation—the
processing of data by mathematical operations—and random access, which
allows data to be accessed directly in a nonlinear fashion.
In 1988 Vilém Flusser published an essay called Krise der Linearität (Crisis
of Linearity).4 In my view, Flusser’s essay remains the most valuable text for
understanding the fundamental shift that digital data has brought about in
our culture, society, and thought. Flusser’s cryptic and idiosyncratically structured essay offers an analysis of the historical change in representing the world
that has occurred through technologies ranging from the early cave paintings
of Pech Merle to computer-generated images. Flusser addresses one of the
most important aspects of representation, namely, the interaction between the
underlying epistemological principles of a given representational technique—
painting, alphanumerical texts, photographs, digital representations—and
thought. While most scholars focus on the impact of technology on culture,
Flusser turns this question upside-down and asks for the cultural foundation that arguably leads to a change in representational codes and in turn affects our thoughts, feelings, wishes, and imagination. While his observations
mainly address digital representations, they also offer fundamental insights
into the functions of digital data in general.
According to Flusser, painting emerged to orient a community toward
future actions, such as organizing the chase of animals. Painting required the
subject to stand back from the object not in terms of spatial distance but
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in terms of mental abstraction. To communicate a singular perception in an
intersubjective way, the painter had to resort to his inner state—memory and
imagination—to convey the outer world in a universal conventionalized language. In a second step the symbols that resulted from this technique were
organized in a linear manner to move from the still ambiguous connotative
meaning of pictures to the more denotative form of texts to satisfy the societal need for a more rational and thus more reliable communication. This
change in encoding from a two-dimensional plane to a one-dimensional line
brought a shift to linear thinking through a teleological model of development and rational cause-and-effect chains, and this remained at the center
of Western culture for a long time. Yet the alphabetical code of texts still
lacked a precise instrument to investigate imaginations and thus required an
extension in the form of a numeric code. As Flusser establishes, the emerging
alphanumerical code was in itself deeply contradictory: “While letters unravel
the surface of an image into lines, numbers grind this surface into points and
intervals. While literal thinking spools scenes as processes, numerical thought
computes scenes into grains.”5
If we follow this analysis, it is clear that binary code, which is fundamentally informed by its numerical and mathematical foundation, challenges
traditional notions of linearity in the most radical manner not by representing the world as two-dimensional pictures or one-dimensional texts but by
breaking down phenomena into clouds of zero-dimensional points. In contrast to the traditional forms of representation that produced effigies, which
in turn served as models for future actions, synthesized digital images (i.e.,
computer-generated images) produce models that in turn might result in
objects. That is, imagination predates perception, an observation for which
Flusser introduced the German term “Vorbilder” to mean both models and
“pre-images,” or antetypes. One may describe Flusser’s model of development
as a cybernetic feedback loop in which cultural and technical forces enhance
or correct each other. But this model still relies on a linear understanding of
history, which in Flusser’s view is based on the discovery of deficiencies in society that call for solutions. So he in fact combines an underlying teleological
model with a circular or even dialectical structure.
Flusser’s thoughts are clearly based on a materialist view that we may
summarize best with Marshall McLuhan’s catchphrase that “the medium
is the message.” Flusser’s analysis shows its potential in relation to iPhone
apps when we reflect on the impact on iPhone users’ perceptions that the
zero-dimensional pointlike mode of binary code and its deep roots in the
mathematical domain of numbers will have. It is here that we can connect
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Flusser’s philosophical insights to the development and the distribution of
iPhone programs.

Transformation and Mutation
In contrast to the hardware of established media technologies in the electromechanical domain—film, TV, radio, sound recordings—digital media comprise two layers: the hardware that houses the functions and the software that
describes and thus generates the functions. While earlier analogue techniques
involve an intricate connection between the flow of information and its material foundation, in the digital domain the two elements are completely separate, with the binary code defined arbitrarily by a protocol for encoding and
decoding digital information. These complementary actions are at the foundation of every digitization and thus of every software program.6 These insights go back to Nelson Goodman’s distinction between autographic and allographic processes, a distinction central to William J. Mitchell’s investigation
of visual truth in the post-photographic era.7 While autographic processes
such as painting comprise only one stage from production to finished object,
allographic processes such as musical notation systems require two stages,
first, the writing of the notes on paper and, second, the notes’ interpretation,
which transforms the written text into a process accessible to the auditory
system, for which it was intended from the beginning.
In a similar fashion, digital code or software is no more than a notation
system for a future display in the planned domain. With the allographic
system, however, comes another specific property of digital media objects.
“Traditionally, musical scores, literary texts, and other specifications of allographic works have had final, definitive, printed versions,” Mitchell notes.
“The act of publication is an act of closure.”8 This does not apply to digital
code as allographic because such code remains open to mutation. This openness blurs the distinction between producers and consumers since consumers
may have access to the data, either directly on the level of the coding system
or indirectly with the help of interpreting software that offers a graphical user
interface. Transformation—and thus programmability—as well as interactivity are core properties of digital culture.
Both transformation and interactivity need an interface, and this is where
Apple has a huge advantage in interface design based on the GUI and a
developer-friendly API. In 1984, when using a computer still required active knowledge of computer code, Steve Jobs introduced the GUI into the
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Macintosh universe. This GUI offered users a metaphorical surface consisting of graphical symbols that linked the world of computers to traditional
office environments. It has become the industry standard since Microsoft’s
Windows operating system gained ascendancy in the 1990s. In fact, the GUI
is the most important step for the spreading and democratization of home
computers and—in their wake—of mobile devices such as laptops and now
the iPhone, because it connects the opaque site of the binary encoding and
control of the hardware with a transparent, intuitively accessible surface that
is aesthetically pleasing.
Attempts have been made to simplify human-computer interaction since
the beginning of computer history. A light gun was developed at MIT in
the 1950s to allow the direct addressing of individual points on the cathode
ray tube monitor of MIT’s Whirlwind computer. Later in the same decade,
the light pen was introduced as an input device to communicate with the
computer. The single most important invention toward establishing a GUI
was Ivan Sutherland’s “Sketchpad.” Presented in 1963, it was the result of his
Ph.D. thesis at MIT and offered users possibilities to create, transform, and
store objects on the computer. There was also a zoom feature to enlarge the
view.9 A few years later, Doug Engelbart from Stanford Research Laboratory developed the mouse and presented it to the scientific community. The
mouse was easier to use than the light pen, and it spread in connection with
the windows and icons metaphors that were to provide the building blocks
of the GUI. At the Palo Alto Research Center of Xerox, Alan Kay then developed the windows style of the GUI even further—and from there it found its
way into the Macintosh operating system.
When Steve Jobs presented the iPhone in 2007, usability and interface
design were central to its potential success. The interface was key to differentiating the product from competing smartphones that—according to Jobs—
were smarter than ordinary cell phones but not easy to use. There is, to draw
again on the abstract theoretical discussion of transformation and mutation,
an essential shift from systems dominated by hardware with mechanical buttons and controls, as in smartphones like the BlackBerry, to a system controlled in large measure by a flexible surface entirely open to any software
design. In the two-stage allographic mode this means that the interpreter
of the notation system has a much broader range of interaction open to his
or her needs, provided by the vast possibilities of designing controls as pure
graphical elements. With the touch screen operated by Cocoa Touch, this tiny
computer taps the essence of transformation and mutability owed to basic
binary encoding. The touch screen is also where the approximately 250,000
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iPhone apps developed to date find their place to unfold myriad specific tools
across an almost unlimited spectrum.
Steve Jobs thus seems to have been right when he stated in 2007 that with
this design Apple was years ahead of its competition. Since 2007, most competitors have followed Apple’s route—similar to how Microsoft adopted the
GUI in the 1980s. Hardware-wise, the iPhone offers a variety of physical subsystems to which the apps can be connected, thereby further widening their
range. In addition to the core processor there are many additional functionalities, such as the media processors for audio-visual content, the animation
core for animated content, the Open Graphics Library, the accelerometer for
the control of the iPhone itself in 3D space, and the localizer, which makes
use of the GPS system, as well as the telephone and Internet-access capabilities and of course the touch screen. These hardware modules enable apps to
connect these functionalities in individual ways, based on the transformation
capabilities of the binary code and on random access.
An application can thus be understood as a translation device, enabling
communication between the user interface and the hardware by a specific
protocol. And this is where the second layer of interface comes into play,
put into practice by Apple’s SDK as the application programming interface.
Much as Jobs had stressed the iPhone’s touch screen, Scott Forstall said of
the SDK that as a development environment it was years ahead of the competition in the mobile device market on its launch in 2008. In a Twitter post
the same day, Patrick Collison agreed that this statement was not “marketing
SPEAK”; instead, he stated that the SDK was the main advantage that would
“cause them [Apple] to win the smartphone war” while at the same time bemoaning “the end of an era of reverse engineering. All those late nights spent
pouring over . . . assembly.”
Apple’s primacy generally stems from the company’s long history in the
creation of various development interfaces. “They simply did a better job of
creating the tools for allowing developers to create *good* software—that
looks good, and works well. This is one of those things that I think people
outside of the software world usually miss—the extent to which the nuance
and tiny detail of implementations have a big impact in a way that’s very hard
to quantify,” Patrick Collison told me in an e-mail in August 2010.

Random Access
A second, arguably even more important consequence of the pointlike structure of digital data is random access. Random access relies on digital code’s
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distinct values to allow direct addressing of the individual numbers, thereby
facilitating nonlinear connections between individual points in the data space
to create network structures. A variety of practical applications arise from this.
The first is the Internet, with billions of URLs that can be retrieved by billions of users. A second is the hypertext structure of Web-based documents,
offering texts with layers to be navigated freely and hypermedia with text,
graphics, and audiovisual media such as QuickTime files to be connected in
myriads of individual ways. And a third application is the connection between
surface elements such as graphic icons, the controls such as the touch screen,
and the accelerometer with the hardware elements by means of software.
In this context one might recall McLuhan who—with startling prescience
in 1964—predicted the emergence of the global village as a network structure
in society that would implode space. To be sure, McLuhan attributed this
change to electricity, not to the universality of digital code or to its pointlike form of representation. McLuhan also confused the electric and the electronic. While light is electric, every device that implies a control of capacity
or resistance or alters voltage or current, is electronic. Only electronic devices
enable electric ones to become carriers of information, such as the radio. Electronic devices, in turn, have to be separated from digital ones, insofar as they
still rely on an analogue relation between signal and encoding and thus do not
employ binary coding. These distinctions are crucial as they separate different
stages in the development of technology. Mechanical, electric, and electronic
devices still belong to the domain of linearity as they produce processes that
unravel in time. It is only with the digital that the mathematical form of representation shifts to spatially distributed spots that allow for random access.
However, there were nonlinear systems even in the electro-mechanical age,
such as card indices used in libraries to organize data. Even books can be used
in a nonlinear manner based on an index that invites a nonlinear reading.
This historical irregularity accounts for the aforementioned observation
that predecessors of a technological change can almost always be found. Furthermore, it documents a cultural need to overcome hard-edged linear or
even nonlinear strategies and devices, which prompted Vannevar Bush to
write his famous article, “As We May Think,” in 1945, in which he states:
“The human mind . . . operates by association. With one item in its grasp, it
snaps instantly to the next that is suggested by the association of thoughts,
in accordance with some intricate web of trails carried by the cells of the
brain. . . . Man cannot hope fully to duplicate this mental process artificially,
but he certainly ought to be able to learn from it.”10 Moreover, in his original
definition of the term hypertext in the 1960s, Theodor H. Nelson proposed
an interactive screen as an appropriate device for associative navigation.11 As-
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sociative patterns, then, are at the very core of random access. We could even
state that random access not only mirrors mental processes, as Bush noted,
but also—by the very act of selection—breaks the world down into bits and
pieces. Every fragment that emerges out of this process is a node in a new
network built by the user. Associative mechanisms in thinking are thus perpetually enhanced and lead to change that challenges the traditional Western
model of linear progress. Vilém Flusser embedded this notion in a broader
cultural context when he identified modern conceptions of the world as proposed by quantum theory to be a precursor to this fragmented, nonlinear
style of thinking. As a consequence, he saw the dissolution of the subject “in
a collective psychic field, from which we emerge like temporary bubbles, acquire some information, process, share, to submerge again.” Moreover, “we
are immersed in an undulating field of culturemes, from which the individual
cultures emerge through computation, just to blur again.”12

Conclusion: Network Structures and App Development
The interactive culture of iPhone apps is in many ways intimately intertwined
with the kind of network structures that Flusser calls the “collective psychic
field.” This holds true, of course, for every social activity on the Internet,
including every Web 2.0 activity—from participation in forums to open
knowledge sources such as Wikipedia to social networks. However, it is
also a new phenomenon for a technological development to arise from this
structure. Interestingly enough, it was exactly this vision that guided one
of the masterminds of the Web, J. C. R. Licklider, a psychologist who provided several ideas for the use of computers. In his 1968 paper “The Computer as a Communication Device” (written with Robert W. Taylor), Licklider proposed that “collaboration in creative endeavor [could gain] critical
mass” by connecting people over computer-aided communication. “Take any
problem worthy of the name, and you find only a few people who can contribute effectively to its solution. Those people must be brought into close
intellectual partnership so that their ideas can come into contact with one
another.”13
This is exactly what happens in the programming of iPhone apps, where
developers form a community to share ideas and get advice on solving individual problems. In this way, a company can outsource both its development
work and the risk of failure that is intrinsic to every advance in technology.
Companies can make use of masses of specialists all over the globe. Many
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developers come from countries such as Russia, India, or China and would
likely have difficulties gaining access to institutionalized structures. The introduction of the SDK marked a shift from a free hacker culture in the first
months of iPhone’s existence to a strictly formalized and institutionalized
one. With the introduction of the App Store in June 2008, Apple gained
maximal control over the distribution of apps and thus strengthened its influence further. While the first few months with the hacker system reflected
possibilities of transformation and mutation in an innocent state, exploring
in depth the native properties of the digital culture, the restrictions that followed had a severe effect on this free-floating state.
First of all, these restrictions implied a standardization of the apps as expressed in the Interface Builder. Second, and more importantly, these restrictions brought closure to an initially fully open system. This closure occurred
on different levels, not least on the level of the text, that is, the software and
its code for each individual app. Once an app has passed the strict evaluation
process to be distributed in the App Store, it is closed and then is open to
mutation only by the original developer and by hackers who use illegal ways
to gain access. Marxist scholars such as Jean-Louis Comolli would argue that
this is the classic story of the capitalist system appropriating innovations that
come from the margins of society. Astonishingly, this view is also expressed
in Chris Anderson’s article, “The Web Is Dead: Long Live the Internet,” published in Wired—a magazine hardly known for its critique of hegemonic ideology—which investigates the change of the Internet from an open web to a
controlled distribution channel for proprietary apps. “This was all inevitable.
It is the cycle of capitalism. The story of industrial revolutions, after all, is a
story of battles over control. A technology is invented, a thousand flowers
bloom, and then someone finds a way to own it, locking out others.”14 As
Anderson argues, it is we who give these companies their power, because we
prefer to get our software solutions from controlled sources and not from
browsing unreliable download pages.
Does this form of institutional ownership imply that the idea of a digital
culture of interactivity is dead? Yes, in part. While it is true that this step implies standardization and closure, the system is open to a broad movement
of masses who could collaborate in this venture. Only with the launch of the
App Store did it become possible for developers to become entrepreneurs.
According to a survey from Flurry in March 2010 one in five developers are
start-up enterprises.15 These small companies were launched in order to develop either apps for mobile devices or independent software that could be
transformed into apps.
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Yet there are still independent individuals able to implement ideas based
on their everyday experience, such as meeting up with friends, writing grocery lists, and controlling moods. In their spare time, individuals have even
developed games and music-playing interfaces such as MooCowMusic. Some
of the most successful apps, such as the music identification program Shazam
or Loopt, a localization program based on GPS, also started their development long before the iPhone was introduced. One may wish to tell a story
that follows the David versus Goliath narrative, with an individual hacker like
Patrick Collison fighting the corporations. From an economic point of view,
Apple is certainly a capitalist venture operating on a global scale. But beyond
the exploitation of a mass of individual developers sharing their ideas and
products, thus amplifying the iPhone’s commercial success, the collaboration
partly outweighs the capitalist pattern in operation. It is certainly indebted to
the openness and universality of digital’s binary encoding, with transformation and random access as its core properties.
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Slingshot to Victory
Games, Play, and the iPhone

M I A C O N SA LVO

I

creation of the iPhone, Steve Jobs proclaimed “every
once in a while a revolutionary product comes along that changes everything.” He went on to explain why the iPhone was being developed and
what features it would offer, stating more specifically that “the killer app is
making calls.” Yet while the iPhone has been derided for its poor call quality
and connectivity, it has met with unexpected success in another area—it has
become a key global platform for digital games.1 Even before the release of
the iPhone, researchers had already been mapping out the ways that communication and media consumption were being changed by mobile phones.
In 2001, Richard Ling concluded that mobile users had “a means of group
communication, media content (entertainment, information, data, pleasure)
and the ability to ‘synchronise everyday life.’ ”2 But the iPhone did do something else: it put a gaming platform in the hands of millions of people who
had never (and likely will never) considered themselves gamers. And with
the opening of the App Store in 2008, the iPhone began transforming smartphones into agents of play, reconfiguring how its users relate to a mobile
technology.
Several years later, millions of iPhone owners across the globe now use
their expensive, advanced technological devices to slice flying fruit (Fruit
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Ninja), match multicolored jewels (Bejeweled 2), cut rope to release candy
(Cut the Rope), trim a client’s hair (Sally’s Salon), and successfully land cartoon airplanes at a busy airport (Airport Mania). One of the most popular activities on the iPhone involves flinging cartoon birds through the air
in order to crash through obstacles and destroy helmeted pigs. As the story
transpires, the pigs have stolen the birds’ eggs, and the birds are itching for
revenge. The player determines an overall strategy and each bird’s trajectory
as she slingshots them toward the pigs, who hide underneath elaborate structures of wood, glass, and concrete. Such mayhem from the Finnish developer
Rovio created the best-selling iPhone application for much of 2010 in more
than sixty countries, including the United States, the United Kingdom, Canada, Germany, Sweden, Singapore, Chile, and Panama. The developers have
sold more than 12 million copies of the game so far, across the iPhone, iPad,
and other smartphone platforms, such as Android. Angry Birds is clearly a
success for its developer as well as for Apple’s App Store in general. And
although no longer exclusively for the iPhone, Angry Birds is illustrative of
games on the device as well as games on contemporary mobile phones.
This article takes Angry Birds as a case study of how games are played on
the iPhone and how the platform has redefined the audience for games, created new forms of gameplay, and changed how games are marketed and sold.
More broadly, Angry Birds and many other games like it have redefined our
relationship with digital technologies, in this case mobile phones, as well as
how we have incorporated play activities into our daily lives in an increasing
and more pervasive manner.

From Keitei to Game Play
Early research on videogames was driven by social scientists, who studied the
platforms and games available to them—starting with arcade games and then
moving to home console systems such as the Atari VCS and Nintendo’s NES
and SNES systems. Researchers usually explored representations found in
games, mostly focusing on violence and gender themes, and the games rarely
appeared in a positive light. They also investigated the effects of games on
individuals, usually concerned with the violence in games and how it might
affect youthful players. Yet as game studies has evolved as a field, a broader
variety of games and systems to play them on have appeared, and methods
and approaches have likewise expanded. Researchers have started doing deep
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analyses of individual games, have investigated the preferences and practices
of players, and have done important work studying the structures of the industry and its global presence. Yet the vast majority of that work has continued to focus on console and PC games, with mobile gaming a peripheral
interest at best.
The earliest research mentioning mobile game players or games was often a minor part of broader studies of mobile phone use. Researchers were
concerned to discover how mobiles fit into everyday life and tended to focus
on societies with the greatest early adoption of mobiles—Japan and parts of
northern Europe. Probably the best-known work on this subject is the edited
volume Personal, Portable, Pedestrian: Mobile Phones in Japanese Life.3 While
helpful in conceptualizing how the mobile phone (or keitei in Japanese) has
become a key mediating factor in diverse social situations and relationships
in Japan, there is no discussion in the book of how games figure into mobile
use. Speaking to mobile use more globally, Harvey May and Greg Hearn
argue, “The mobile phone has begun to offer people entrenched in metropolitan lifestyles ways to expand limited leisure time.”4
Even more recently, little attention continues to be paid to studying play in
relation to mobile games, apart from a few highly specific areas. Most commonly, researchers have explored the use of mobile games for education—
particularly health care and museums—and have written about mobile game
designs as well as initial reception of those games. Likewise, researchers have
studied how mobile devices can be used in the creation of urban games as
well as hybrid-reality games that employ localized spaces as part of the game’s
space, objectives, and play. Generalized studies have concluded that playing
mobile games is “an essential part of the mobile phone culture of teenagers”
in Finland.5 Likewise, other researchers found that for youth in the United
States, Spain, and the Czech Republic, “visual appeal, perceived ease of use,
escapism, and especially perceived convenience are major factors shaping
widespread acceptance of mobile phone games.”6 Relative to the concept of
play, Michal Daliot-Bul argues that during the mid-2000s in Japan, the keitei
was transformed from a technological gadget into “a little friend that is an
intensely personal part of users’ lives and is an outlet for fun and play-thrills.”
Importantly, play was a central feature of that experience for users, contributing to what he saw as “the merging of play into everyday life.” Play here is
conceptualized broadly to include not only games but also nonserious applications such as ring tones, screen savers, horoscopes, and sports applications.
And in addition to the normalized use of such applications, playfulness via
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mobile activity was key in inserting itself into “the in-between moments of
everyday life, and their transformations into enjoyable, pleasurable breaks.”7
Taking an industry perspective, Dean Chan has examined how Japanese
game companies have adapted to the growing ubiquity of mobile use and
tried to create a space in that use for games. During the early days of such
activity, arcade classics were popular, forming “the backbone of casual mobile
gaming.” He details in particular how Square Enix expanded into the mobile
market, bringing its well-known franchises Final Fantasy and Dragon Quest
to the platform, primarily through ported versions of its early single-player
titles, sold on preloaded handsets. He points out that such games not only
engage current Square Enix players and fans but also broaden the market to
“casual gamers who don’t necessarily play console games,” thus enlarging the
player base for the entire franchise.8
Chan also reminds us that assumptions about the context of play must
continually be challenged and kept in mind: for example, that the home is an
increasingly popular space for mobile gaming, where previously consoles and
personal computers were thought to be dominant. Likewise, while mobile
games in South Korea might be crossovers with PC-based MMOGs such as
Ragnarok Online, such games don’t necessarily transfer well to Japan, where
consoles remain much more popular as gaming devices than computers.
Thus although we know a bit about how mobile games are employed by
youth, if not adults, there is still much to learn. Mobile games, as they have
become more popular on phones, are merging with a technology already being used as a broad communications device and a media player. But with the
iPhone, these games were introduced to a mass audience, leading to an explosion in the mobile game industry. Researchers are only now beginning to
investigate what this means. For example, how might such devices transform
the spaces we travel through, from the mundane to the playful, and, likewise,
how might more of our interactions be mediated in a playful manner? There
are no answers yet, but the iPhone is moving us in interesting directions.

The Mobile Game Industry
While research about mobile games has been scant, that’s partly because mobile games are a fairly recent entrant into the larger digital games industry. Before 2002, only simple games such as Tetris were playable on mobile phones,
and such games came embedded or preloaded onto phones at the time of
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purchase. The games that appeared were mostly ports of arcade classics or
simple single-player games that could be played in short bursts of time.
After 2002, mobile developers began to experiment with different distribution models, allowing users to download games onto their phones or purchase and download games onto a PC and then transfer those games via cable
or a sync connection to the phone. There were several problems with this
model, however, that continued to slow the widespread adoption of games
on mobile devices. Many mobile companies charged users for all air time
used, meaning downloading games onto a phone incurred costs simply for
the download itself, above any actual purchase cost for the game. Additionally, the market at the time featured a large number of phone models for
each mobile company, and those companies usually employed their own pricing and use plans. Although there were some third-party sites, most phones
could only access their provider’s site for licensed games, thus ensuring
walled gardens and limited choices. Developers also had to negotiate varying
technological standards, including different screen sizes and display options,
programming languages, and methods of payment for each mobile company.
All of those challenges provided little incentive for game companies to try
and create games for mobile devices and for consumers to try them.
In 2007, changes to the various infrastructures of the mobile industry led
to wider opportunities for mobile game development and therefore player
use. At that time, smartphones were becoming more widely available, in conjunction with mobile broadband connections with relatively flat data fees; the
most important development, however, was the release of Apple’s iPhone.
Although it seems difficult to believe now, at launch in 2007 the iPhone
did not allow users to download independent applications—or apps—onto
their phones. The only apps available were created by Apple and featured
no games at all. Yet by mid-2008 Apple opened its App Store and began
allowing third parties to offer apps for download. Consumers downloaded
more than 10 million individual apps in the first three days, and by November
2009, 100 million iPhone and iPod Touch apps were being downloaded each
month. In January 2011, Apple announced that more than 10 million different
apps had been downloaded across its various devices.
Such data show that games have played a significant role in the app explosion. Initially, games constituted more than three-quarters of all apps
available, suggesting developers were finally seeing the potential for reaching a broader audience for mobile games. And data from 2010 suggest that
games continue to be a hugely popular category for consumption, yet they do
not dominate the app landscape as they previously have.9 Overall, however,
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games are now considered a central part of the iPhone experience and feature
regularly in the App Store’s most popular and heavily downloaded offerings.
As of January 2011, games were the second most popular app category (after
books). And of apps submitted to Apple for approval, 14 percent of those for
the month under review were games.10 In January 2011, the top three Paid
Apps (in the U.S. store) were all games—Angry Birds, Fruit Ninja, and Cut
the Rope. The diversity of the offered games has evolved from simple 2D
ports of older games to include original creations that fall into varied genres
such as action, first-person shooter, role-playing, and adventure, as well as
games that feature full 3D graphics, even if the best-selling games reflect
simpler styles of play. Providing yet more choices, the App Store’s section
for games includes separate categories for educational, strategy, simulation,
trivia, music, and other types of games.
Although games are a significant presence in the App Store as well as on
many users’ phones, their pricing model is still in flux, ranging from the more
expensive titles such as Square Enix’s Chaos Ring (US$12.99) to the more
popular, cheaper games such as Fruit Ninja ($0.99), to games that cost nothing at all. Free games constitute a large portion of the games in the App Store,
yet “free” can mean many things. The category includes fully free games, free
games that are mainly demos or samplers for paid versions, and freemium
games, which can be played for free but require payment to unlock various
elements, such as additional levels, areas, items, or skills. There is still debate
about which model is best for pricing and how much certain games should be
priced at, with some developers worried that there is a “race to the bottom”
of pricing that will result in declines in quality and opportunities for independent developers. Yet others argue that there are other ways to make a profit
from mobile games, beyond a specific charge to buy the title. According to
data about average prices for apps, the average game price is $1.66, while the
average app price is $4.07. This suggests that either games are popular because they are less expensive than other apps or that perhaps there is room for
a price increase. Only greater experimentation among game developers will
answer that question, however.
Thus, in only a few years, the iPhone went from being a games-free device
to a platform that (along with the iPod Touch and the iPad) Apple now sees
as a serious contender in the mobile gaming world.11 Of course, simply offering games isn’t enough to ensure they are purchased and played. Developers
worked to build games that went beyond early ports and arcade classics and
that specifically fit the context of use—mobility with a touch screen. And
while multiple types of games featuring quite different play styles are available
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on the iPhone, some have been more successful than others in insinuating a
particular type of gameplay into the domain of the everyday iPhone user. One
such company is Rovio, via their game Angry Birds.

Angry Birds
The company that developed Angry Birds—Rovio—is based in Finland, and
has been making games for various platforms since 2005; it is no newcomer
to game development or to mobile games. The company has in the past made
games for Nokia’s N-Gage and other platforms, although nothing that generated the success of Angry Birds.
One of the challenges for iPhone game developers has been pricing. Rovio
takes a common approach for Angry Birds: it offers both a free (limited)
version of the game and a full version for ninety-nine cents. The free version
serves as a demo for the full version, allowing players to try the game and
see if they’d be willing to pay for more content. As of December 2010, Angry Birds had been downloaded (across all platforms) more than 42 million
times, with about 25 percent of those downloads being the paid version.12
Compared to conversion rates of 2 to 3 percent for downloadable casual
games, such numbers point toward success. Yet it’s likely the price point has
been key—while other games can cost upward of ten dollars, most successful
mobile games are either free or priced at ninety-nine cents.
Indie developers have noted their concern over this unwillingness by consumers to pay more for games—arguing that “it forces a lot of developers,
specifically indies, to devalue their games to significantly increase the number of sales needed for developers to get back their investment.”13 Echoing
that concern, the three games listed as top sellers for January 2011 all cost
ninety-nine cents, and, indeed, all of the games listed in the top ten Paid Apps
for this period (only two apps were not games) were priced the same. But
although the price is a point of concern for developers, the majority of consumers have gravitated toward low- and no-cost games. Of course, price isn’t
their only concern—a game must be “good” in some way to succeed—and
what makes a mobile game good is quite different from traditional console
games. Examining the gameplay of Angry Birds makes this clear—the title
has minimal story and basic graphics, yet gameplay is polished, is accomplishable in brief bursts, has multiple paths to success, and features mechanics and
themes basic enough for almost any user to pick it up and play successfully.
Angry Birds has been described as a physics-based or platformer game
that takes particular advantage of the iPhone’s touch screen. The game has a
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nominal storyline (distracted birds have their eggs stolen by greedy pigs, at
whom the birds then launch themselves for revenge via elaborate structures
and bird-detonation choices) that plays as an introductory cut scene and offers the player a simple motivation for why one would want to fling birds
at various structures. Each bird is launched via slingshot and has a special
power—blue birds when tapped in midflight will multiply into three birds;
yellow birds when touched will use a burst of speed; large red birds will drop
a bomb, and so on. The birds are given to the player in a particular order, and
the player must strategize how best to destroy each level’s unique structure
and thus reveal and destroy the pigs before running out of available birds.
The player must also strategize her use of birds and where (at structures and
pigs) they should aim and when.
The game’s levels are arranged in chapters, and players must beat each individual level in order to advance. Levels are likewise scored, with the player
receiving points for each pig that is destroyed, barricade elements that are
demolished, and remaining birds left unused. Players can earn from one to
three stars on a level but must clear the level in order to advance, even if only
with one star. Each level can generally be played in under a minute, with
levels varying in difficulty based on the challenges involved. The world of
Angry Birds is a colorful one, with multihued birds and comical pigs that
often wear helmets to keep themselves safe. Graphics are minimal, however,
since the main point of the game is movement—figuring out the best trajectory for each bird and how best to use birds of various types—which part of
a structure a bomb-dropping bird should target, as opposed to how best to
launch an explode-upon-impact bird. The slingshot allows the player a fair
amount of control over trajectory as well as speed, although simple force
is never enough to clear levels and kill pigs. And while early levels are fairly
straightforward and forgiving—almost any trajectory will work—later levels
force players to strategize how to launch birds, where to detonate them, and
how collateral damage can be used to add points as well as bump off a seemingly invincible pig.
The length of time it takes to play a level is key for a few reasons. First,
clearing a level provides the playing of the victory theme, along with the
player’s score for the level, hopefully leading to gratification and a sense of
accomplishment for the player. While easy levels can be easily dispatched and
thus might pass in a blur, the endless barrage of levels is punctuated by the
sounds of success every minute or so, giving the player short bursts of positive feedback. Likewise, if a player fails a level, it’s over quickly and immediately available to retry—no long loading times or cut scenes to wade through.
Levels can also be instantly interrupted and restarted. Thus if I know I need
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to use each bird in a particular way and one bird fails in its mission, I can
quickly restart the level, rather than finish it knowing I will lose. The ability
to replay and retry is a key element of the gameplay—normal, expected, and
facilitated by the developers.
Another reason for short levels is to accommodate the varying nature of
mobile gaming. Although mobile games are increasingly played in the home,
in a person’s bedroom, they are also ubiquitous in public places. At the time
of this writing, Angry Birds is probably currently being played on buses and
subways, in grocery store and bank lines, while waiting for friends and relatives to be ready, and in many other interstitial spaces and times. A level can
be completed in as little as ten seconds. Yet once started, those quickly accomplished levels, as well as the annoyingly difficult levels, can also lead players
to a “just one more” mindset, allowing gameplay to balloon outward in time,
sometimes spilling over into and interrupting the events the game was supposed to help one get to or past.
Another way that Angry Birds finds success with the market is through its
varied play style. While for some players it may be effort enough to progress
from one level to another and unlock new birds and chapters, Rovio also built
in elements for those desiring different experiences. For example, each level
must be completed to advance, but players can earn from one to three stars
for completion. Stars are awarded based on points earned via destruction of
pigs and structures, and via conserving the birds allotted to the player. Those
desiring perfect scores can thus replay levels to achieve full stars, which can
also unlock special bonuses in the game. The final element is the addition of
leader boards and achievements. These are not an overly obvious part of the
game but do figure into its success. Players can compete against a worldwide
population or against friends. Likewise the game awards for certain achievements that the player unlocks. For players desiring to compete or earn visible recognition of their Angry Birds scores, these add to the pleasure of the
game. Finally, the game is regularly updated by the developers, who add new
levels and birds to keep the game from growing stale. All of these elements
combine to give different types of players multiple paths to play through and
enjoy without requiring all of them.
Those multiple options and simple form of play ultimately help us take
games along with us more easily throughout our days. Although dedicated
gamers have always had the option of mobile game systems such as the Nintendo Game Boy (or more recent 3DS) and Sony’s PSP to move gaming out
of the home or away from a stationary arcade, games on the iPhone make
games more accessible for many more people. Games are being democra-
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tized and destigmatized—the app for Angry Birds sits quite easily beside it’s
owners Facebook app, weather app, and Nike+ app. The owner doesn’t need
to purchase a dedicated gaming system to engage in some playful activity.
Games are thus normalized, becoming part of the everyday landscape that is
an iPhone owner’s screen. That sharing of screen space indicates the banality
of games just as it signals their move—quite literally—into pedestrian life and
their resulting mainstream acceptance.

Conclusions
Although mobile games existed before the iPhone, the device created a common platform that developers could exploit to reach more players and widen
their potential audience. The large number of games available upon the opening of the App Store to third-party developers indicates some of that pent-up
demand finally being released. Developers now have a sizable, preinstalled
base of potential customers and have worked to create games that fit the portable, tactile, motion-sensitive device. Likewise, consumers were eased into
buying games through the iTunes storefront and have made games one of the
most profitable segments of app development.
One of the greatest successes of that system is Angry Birds, although many
other games have also developed similar styles of play and reached many people who otherwise do not play games. What’s key about Angry Birds (and the
games like it) is its success in normalizing play in the everyday lives of a growing segment of society. While consoles are still seen as being for “core gamers”
and thus a smaller, more easily identified demographic group, iPhone game
players defy categorization. They likely do not even identify themselves as
game players or, worse (to them), as gamers. Games are simply more apps on
their phone—to use to pass the time, avoid interactions, relax and unwind,
compete, or learn. As previous researchers found in Japan, iPhone users more
broadly have incorporated play as a nonexceptional activity into their lives
and thus normalized the practice. In part thanks to the iPhone, now no one
is a gamer—instead, we are all players.
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Reading (with) the iPhone
G E RA R D G O G G I N

At Xerox PARC, to spur interest in high culture cum computers,
I made a slide presentation about a wonderful technology called Basic
Organization of Knowledge (B.O.O.K.) It was solid state; held
several megabytes . . . weighed only a few pounds; had low power drain;
had a high resolution, high contrast readable display that was highly
legible in daylight; and had the capacity to represent the most important
segments of the world’s knowledge. “Yes, folks,” I used to say, “the
B.O.O.K. will revolutionize our culture, lead to better forms of politics
and technology, and bring about a new kind of modern world.”
—A LA N C . KAY , “A Review Article: Dynabooks: Past, Present, and Future”
Ebooks promise to revolutionize the way the world reads.
—B I LL GAT ES , “Beyond Gutenberg”
It doesn’t matter how good or bad the product is, the fact is that
people don’t read anymore. . . . Forty percent of the people in the U.S.
read one book or less last year. The whole conception is flawed at the
top because people don’t read anymore.
—ST EV E J O B S , 2008
The book . . . just turns out to be an incredible device.
—J E F F B EZO S , 2007

T

H E U S E O F handheld electronic devices—recently termed e-books or
e-readers—for reading has a relatively long history, spanning at least four
decades. There were many experiments, prototypes, commercial developments, and some early reader fascination. In the 2010s, mobile phones and
media have become well positioned as important forces in contemporary
reading. New genres associated with text messaging and “cell-phone novels”
(popular notably in Japan) are already well established. Moreover, the advent
of smartphones promised to offer new applications to make the mobile a
reflex technology for reading.
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It is fair to say, however, that neither the market for e-readers nor their
extensive use really coalesced until 2007. A key reason that e-reading finally
started to capture the wider public imagination, in Western countries at least,
was the appearance of the iPhone. It was the iPhone that really catalyzed
the potential of mobiles to be full-fledged reading devices with its new affordances—haptic manipulation of text, ductility of the handset, characteristics of its screen resolution—and, of course, the fertile possibilities of iPhone
apps. For many users, the iPhone really became a flexible, cheap, relatively
easy-to-use reader, competing with the e-readers still languishing in their
infancy, such as Sony’s e-reader. Consequently, this chapter argues that if
we wish to understand the dynamics and contours of the iPhone, its social
functions, historical “moment,” and cultural implications, then reading is an
important part of its story. Conversely, if we are interested in contemporary
reading practices, then our itinerary takes us through the iPhone—indeed, a
notable stop on such an exploration.
In this chapter, I reprise the iPhone’s career as one of the first viable e-readers.
First, I briefly sketch the prehistories of electronic reading that shaped the
iPhone, including types of reading on mobile phone devices. I then look at
the design of the iPhone and what Apple imagined as the reading possibilities for the technology. I consider how users, the people formerly known as
readers, took up the iPhone, discussing the kinds of reading practices they
devised—and also what kinds of reading apps were developed and become
popular. I place the development of reading on the iPhone in the wider scene
of the digital transformation and politics of reading and publishing. Here I
consider the advent of Amazon’s Kindle and the panoply of e-readers around
the world and where the iPhone fits into these dynamics. Finally, I look at
Apple’s third device, the one in the middle between the laptop and smartphone, as CEO Steve Jobs famously described the iPad at its January 2010
launch. With the iPad making a trio of the duo of laptop and smartphone,
not to mention, in point of fact, many other kinds of devices and shades in
between, reading becomes a full-fledged part of the moving data and personalization of media that the iPhone moment represents.

Prefiguring iPhone Reading
The history of reading is a large, rich topic, with much recent research, theorizing, and revisionary discussion. There is a wealth of work on the closely
related topics of writing, authorship, and publishing but also on the relatively new research area of the history of the book. We also have a substan-
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tial literature on technologies of reading, especially electronic and digital
technologies and books.1 Until comparatively recently, however, these discussions on the history of online reading, e-books, and digital technologies
have tended to focus on the computer and online media, such as hypertext
and the Internet—rather than mobiles. However, an interesting aspect about
attempts to grapple with the iPad, especially, has been the way that commentators, notably in the tech press and blogs, have had recourse to popular,
available histories of computing and portable technologies—and how these
figured in new notions of reading and writing.
The most obvious precursor device for the iPad is the Dynabook, devised
by Alan C. Kay in the late 1960s and described as a protoype in a famous 1972
paper.2 Reflecting on the Dynabook thirty years later, Kay wrote:
I proposed a notebook-sized ‘Dynabook’ (‘Dynabook: A Personal Computer for Children of All Ages’) that would act as a new kind of electronic
book for content of all kinds—especially dynamic and high content—and
could also serve as a supermedium for authoring a wide range of ideas in
new and important ways . . . it struck me that a children’s computer had
to be mobile (just like them) and should look more like a notebook than a
time-sharing terminal on a desk (an Aldus book vs. a Gutenberg Bible). . . .
[Children] needed to be able to read about important ideas of all kinds and
to ‘write’ in a variety of media to make the ideas their own. This meant that
the display had to be really readable (not just decipherable).3

Extolling its virtues in 1972, Kay suggested that:
‘Books’ can now be ‘instantiated’ instead of bought or checked out. . . .
The ability to make copies easily and to ‘own’ one’s information will probably not debilitate existing markets, just as easy xerography has enhanced
publishing (rather than hurting it as some predicted), and as tapes have
not damaged the LP record business but have provided a way to organize
one’s own music. Most people are not interested in acting as a source of
bootlegger; rather, they like to permute and play with what they own. A
combination of this ‘carry anywhere’ device and a global information utility
such as the ARPA network or two-way cable TV, will bring the libraries and
schools (not to mention stores and billboards) or the world to the home.4

In his study of the Dynabook, John Maxwell comments: “If the invention
of the digital computer can be compared with the invention of the printing
press, then it follows that there is an analogous period following its initial in-
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vention in which its role, function, and nature have not yet been worked out.
In the history of printing, this period was the late 15th century, commonly
called the incunabula, when early printers experimented with ways of conducting their craft and their trade.”5 Maxwell’s observation is a telling one for
the field of electronic books, as well as personal computers, to which Kay and
his colleagues at Xerox PARC made such significant contributions.6 The parallels between the Dynabook and the iPad have been remarked on by several
commentators, among them the tech writer Wolfgang Gruener. Gruener interviewed Alan Kay about the similarities, and Kay told the following story:
When Steve [Jobs] showed me the iPhone at its introduction a few years
ago and asked me if ‘it was good enough to criticize,’ which is what I had
said about the Mac in 1984, I held up my Moleskine notebook and said
‘make the screen at least 5”x8” and you will rule the world’, Kay said. . . .
‘Of course, I meant do more than just that, but it was clear the iPhone was
going to be really appealing and very useful for most people,’ Kay said.
When I saw the iPhone, I figured that they had already done a tablet version, which is easier to make work than the iPhone, so I was partially joking
with Steve.7

In the years between the Dynabook and iPad, the personal computer
developed enormously. Much reading of documents, texts, and books was
actually done on desktop computers until portability became possible with
laptops, notebooks, and tablets. Yet the personal computer does not appear
to be directly conceived via the metaphor of the book. By this I mean that
while the computer certainly was the subject of much experimentation, habituation, and discussion as a new kind of reading device—a catalyst for innovations in both reading and writing—its materiality was quite different
from existing books, their forms, tactility, associations, and affects. Rather,
the concept of an e-book developed—twinning the portability of a book with
its ability to contain and represent words, writing, and texts. The origins of
this “dream of electronic books”8 has been traced to Vannevar Bush’s famous
paper “As We May Think,” where he proposes a device dubbed a “memex”
that operates, like the human mind, by association. “Consider a future device for individual use, which is a sort of mechanized private file and library,”
Bush wrote. “It needs a name, and to coin one at random, ‘memex’ will do.
A memex is a device in which an individual stores all his books, records, and
communications, and which is mechanized so that it may be consulted with
exceeding speed and flexibility. It is an enlarged intimate supplement to his
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memory. . . . Wholly new forms of encyclopedias will appear, ready-made
with a mesh of associative trails running through them, ready to be dropped
into the memex and there amplified.”9 One trajectory from Vannevar Bush
obviously leads through hypertext narrative and writing and the World Wide
Web—and now through the contemporary visions of social media. Another
trajectory neglects the emphasis Bush puts on imagining a new associative
technology and realizes, even if only as an intermediate goal, the idea of storing and retrieving books. This later trajectory is largely what commercially
available e-books have followed, since the term become widely used in the
late 1990s. As Terje Hillseund explains:
In the broad sense e-books have been around for several decades. In the
Gutenberg Project thousands of books, mostly classic and public domain
literature, have been made available for free as digital documents since the
1970s. . . . Before the term e-book came around in the late 1990s it was
not unusual to talk about electronic books in terms of files collected in the
Gutenberg Project or books formatted on compact discs. There were also
early unsuccessful attempts at making reading software for computers. . . .
[In 2001] the term e-book refers to digital objects specially made to be
read with reading applications operating on either a handheld device or a
personal computer. This modern concept of e-books came into common
use after Martin Eberhart and Jim Sachs both started their own companies
and developed Rocket eBook and SoftBook, the first two handheld e-book
reading devices.10

Some commentators talk of the first generation of e-book readers, including the Sony Data Discman (1990), the Franklin Bookman, and the early
Rocket eBook and Softbook. The second generation—with “modem capabilities, greater memory, better screen resolution, and a more robust selection of
available titles”11—included the SoftBook Reader (1998), Libruis Millenium
device, and Everybook Dedicated Reader. In 1998, an organized effort began
to create a common standard, and the Open eBook Structure was produced
the following year. It became a precursor to the standards now produced by
the International Digital Publishing Forum. Sensing the mood of the late
1990s, Bill Gates—promoting Microsoft’s development of the font-display
technology “Clear Type” as well as the corporation’s involvement in the open
e-book standard—declared that “e-books promise to revolutionize the way
the world reads. Whereas paper books are stand-alone entities, e-books can
include hypertext links to additional content, whether it is in other books,

C5870.indb 199

1/30/12 1:24 PM

200

The App Revolution

databases or web sites.” Gates also stressed that “you will also be able to customize e-books by adding your own notes, links and images. In a paper book,
content is fixed; with e-book technology it is flexible. Finally, you will be able
to get sound and moving images to support the text, creating an entirely new
multi-medium.”12
Despite the enthusiasm shown by large booksellers, computer companies,
and e-book technology developers, the road still remained bumpy.13 Standards remained a problem, especially with e-books, whereas some types of
proprietary software, such as Adobe PDF, were gaining acceptance and portability across devices, amounting to de facto standards.14 Moreover, the affordances of the devices themselves were underwhelming. In reviewing available e-books, no less than Alan Kay himself judged that “little of what is good
about books and good about computers was in evidence.”15 The metaphor of
generations is, of course, too pat, but if it does hold, this can be seen to commence in 2005, when Sony launched its e-book reader—the “Sony Librie”—
using E-Ink technology for its screen. I will return to the Sony e-book reader
shortly, but for the present I want to depart from the history of e-books, as
they were regarded from the late 1990s through 2005, to consider cellular
mobile phones and reading.
Cellular mobile phones were launched commercially in the late 1970s, and
for their first decade and a half were principally associated with portable voice
telephony and communications. With the advent of second-generation digital mobile phone standards, notably the Global Standard for Mobile, various
kinds of writing and reading became possible and popular. The most distinctive textual feature of mobile phone culture was text messaging. Text messaging commenced as a form of subcultural exchange of messages and witnessed
the development of abbreviated language and even argot among users. The
possibilities for messages, letters, and even longer texts soon became something that attracted experimentation and even a genre of literature based on
text messaging. There were different varieties of such writing—especially
based around sending of messages as installments, epistles, or parts of dialogue. Most prominently, however, cell phone novels emerged in a number
of countries, first Japan (in 2003), then other countries in Asia, Europe, and
Africa. The largest Japanese cell phone novel site, Maho i-Land, attracted
considerable attention in English-language press, especially notable as a
gendered form:16 “The cell-phone novel, or keitai shosetsu, is the first literary genre to emerge from the cellular age. For a new form, it is remarkably
robust. Maho i-Land, which is the largest cell-phone-novel site, carries more
than a million titles, most of them by amateurs writing under screen handles
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and all available for free.” According to the figures provided by the company,
the site, which also offers templates for blogs and home pages, is visited three
and a half billion times a month.17 The phenomenon of the mobile phone
novel highlights the potential of these portable devices to go beyond simply
functioning as useful document readers.
With the availability of Windows Office, Adobe PDF, and other software
on mobiles, especially smartphones—to compete with the PDA market—
more computer-screen-like reading on mobiles began to occur. A French
company, Mobipocket, founded in 2000, became the leader in e-book reading on mobile devices. Mobipocket is one of the three main e-book formats
based on the Open eBook standards, focusing on offering book titles for
reading on PDAs or a range of mobile-device operating systems (Windows
Mobile, Blackberry, Symbian, and so on). Acquired by Amazon.com in 2005,
Mobipocket promotes its e-books under rubrics such as “Did you ever try to
read a book one handed?,” “Did you ever try to read in the dark?,” and “Read
everywhere”:
Reading on a phone? What a funny idea . . . the screen is too small and
I don’t even read PDF documents! This is what I thought before trying,
but . . . 5 minutes to kill? I always have a phone in my pocket. Packed subway? There is always enough room to pop out my phone. On vacation? I’ve
my entire library with me. It’s dark? It’s cool to have a backlight. The screen
is too small? Off course not, I like to read on my phone.18

Similarly, the resurgence of mobile Internet from after 2006 (it had been
introduced but flopped in the late 1990s), also saw many kinds of online reading familiar from computer and laptop screens migrating to mobiles. These
developments continued, but a new direction emerged with the appearance
of the iPhone.

Reading with the iPhone
When Apple first launched its iPhone to rapturous reviews and strong sales,
its capabilities as a reading device were not well-publicized. Apple’s first official media release announced:
Apple® today introduced iPhone, combining three products—a revolutionary mobile phone, a widescreen iPod® with touch controls, and a
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breakthrough Internet communications device with desktop-class email,
web browsing, searching and maps—into one small and lightweight handheld device. iPhone introduces an entirely new user interface based on a
large multi-touch display and pioneering new software, letting users control iPhone with just their fingers. iPhone also ushers in an era of software
power and sophistication never before seen in a mobile device, which completely redefines what users can do on their mobile phones.19

In the early flush of enthusiasm for the iPhone, Apple emphasized music,
maps, browsers, touch, and the devices sensors, without any mention of reading books. In its early advertising, however, Apple did focus upon newspapers. A 2008 advertisement for the iPhone on the Apple website prominently
featured a page from the New York Times to show the ease of browsing on the
device. News on mobile media devices had been in development since the
mid-1990s offering alerts, information, messages with breaking headlines,
premium mobile services, and, with better mobile Internet, reading newspapers via their online websites.20 So the promotion of the iPhone as a newsand newspaper-reading device should be seen as a significant development in
this trajectory. (It is interesting to note here that the New York Times has been
a prominent sponsor and partner in many Apple events to promote the iPad.)
Apple seemed to devote little or no effort to promoting e-books and
e-reading, apart from news; less than two years later, however, the iPhone
was forging ahead in the e-book market, apparently without even trying, according to a much-quoted article in Forbes magazine:
It’s official: The iPhone is more popular than Amazon.com’s Kindle. And
not just in the obvious categories like listening to music, browsing the Web
or the other applications where Kindle barely competes. Now, the iPhone
is also muscling into Amazon’s home turf: reading books. Stanza, a book
reading application offered in Apple’s iPhone App Store since July, has
been downloaded more than 395,000 times. . . . By comparison, Citigroup
estimates Amazon will sell around 380,000 Kindles in 2008. . . . Sony’s
Reader [it is estimated] will sell only a fraction of that number. In other
words, Apple may have inadvertently sold more e-readers than any other
company in the nascent digital book market.21

One year later, the iPhone had been hailed as a genuine force in the e-reader
market. “One of the most popular e-reader devices on the market could soon
be the iPhone,” an article in eWeek stated. “ ‘In October [2009] one out of ev-
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ery five new apps launching in the iPhone has been a book,’ said Peter Farago,
Flurry’s vice president of marketing. . . . ‘Publishers of all kinds, from small
ones like Your Mobile Apps to megapublishers like Softbank, are porting
existing IP [intellectual property] into the App store at record rates.’ ”22 It is
unclear what Apple’s corporate strategy was for e-reading on the iPhone or
were, in the initial launch; little or nothing is evident in the publicly available
documentation. Thus, the popularity of the iPhone as a reading device appears to have occurred because of apps as a platform or arena for innovation.23
At its launch, the iPhone did not allow third-party developers to offer
applications, a heavily criticized move.24 Once it released its Software Developers Kit and Apps Store, the results were impressive—a wide range of
apps including various e-readers. The two that initially became popular on
the iPhone were Stanza and eReader, a piece of software with a pedigree
on mobile devices: “Fictionwise’s eReader has a long and glorious history
as the e-book software for the Palm OS. And it was right there the first day
iPhone apps became available. . . . Fictionwise’s extensive experience in the
field shows in eReader’s many well-thought-out interface choices.”25
Various other e-reader apps followed. These included the Classics app,
which featured a stylized wooden bookshelf: “Escape into some of the greatest stories ever written and experience a revolutionary new reading platform,
only for iPhone and iPod Touch. . . . We care deeply about these books. That’s
why we’ve spent countless hours working on making them look just right
on the screen, with included illustrations when available, and even our own,
custom cover designs.”26 There is nothing fancy about the Classics app, but it
assumed its place of honor on the iPhone, as PC Magazine stated:
Other iPhone e-book readers take pride in how many books they offer and
how much they let you futz with fonts and display. Not so Classics. The
selection of books you can read is limited to what the software vendors
consider worthy great literature [sic], and the formatting is painstakingly
designed—and immutable. . . . [But] Classics is a worthy addition to any
bibliophile’s iPhone owner’s stable of apps. The program’s aesthetic is much
like Apple’s own: You get only one choice, but it’s beautifully executed.27

Pioneering e-reader apps on the iPhone, such as Stanza and eReader, allowed readers to tap into the existing stock of e-books in different formats,
built up over some time. In February 2009, Google made its public-domain
books available through a mobile website for both iPhone and Android
users—with readers using their browsers, as is customary with Google
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Books. Best-selling titles were gradually made available via e-reader apps for
the iPhone, including popular genres such as romance, fantasy, science fiction, and so on. In the meantime, “classics” were heavily featured in the Classics app. In early 2011, the Classics website featured titles such as Alice in Wonderland, Robinson Crusoe, Gulliver’s Travels, Paradise Lost, Pride and Prejudice,
and Treasure Island: “Some of the greatest stories ever written.” Beyond the
cultural legitimacy offered by these choices, a practical reason is that classics
are typically out of copyright (unless copyright resides in a particular recent
edition). So machine-readable e-texts are widely available at little cost, not
the least via projects such as Gutenberg, even if, as the case is with Classics,
the company spends “countless hours working on them to look just right
on the screen.” Ultimately, iTunes was not so much a way to offer books for
purchase as to make the apps themselves available—and then to provide a
way for users to load, transfer, and organize their book purchases or existing free books via iTunes. A more adventurous development occurred in the
modification or creation of interactive books as apps for the iPhone. These
included genres such as children’s books, with titles such as Princess Dress-Up:
My Sticker Book, Dr Seuss’s Fox in Sox, Winnie the Pooh Puzzle Book, and True
Ghost Stories from Around the World (with new stories regularly added). Children’s books had long had different kinds of interactivity, users expectations,
and play (pop-ups, tactile features, tear-offs, stickers, and so on), so iPhone
apps provide a new medium for realizing these features.
No sooner had the iPhone established itself as a handy medium of choice
for many readers through the unexpected user-driven success of e-reader apps
then the real battle in the economy of reading began. In November 2007, Jeff
Bezos launched Amazon’s much awaited Kindle e-reader device. Newsweek
called the event the “reinvention of the book”:
Though the Kindle is at heart a reading machine made by a bookseller—
and works most impressively when you are buying a book or reading it—it
is also something more: a perpetually connected Internet device. A few
twitches of the fingers and that zoned-in connection between your mind
and an author’s machinations can be interrupted—or enhanced—by an
avalanche of data. Therein lies the disruptive nature of the Amazon Kindle.
It’s the first “always-on” book.28

Quickly adopted by readers, particularly in the United States, because of
its potential for easy purchase and wireless and mobile download of books—
but also because of the well-known Amazon brand—the device proved so
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popular that it eclipsed the early-to-market Sony e-Reader. The Kindle became the first dedicated e-reader to gain wide adoption in the consumer market. This presented both a challenge and an opportunity for Apple’s iPhone.
On the one hand, Apple, by dint of the e-reader apps available for the iPhone,
had become popular for reading, echoing its popularity in the games and
music markets. Kindle also was forced to create an app for iPhone because
of its popularity—and the need to ensure that Amazon, rather than Kindle
per se, was represented on the iPhone platform. On the other hand, the Kindle was a worthy, if not formidable competitor to the iPhone because its
larger format, customized for reading, was a preferred reading experience
for many. And the Kindle opened the door directly to the vast trove of Amazon’s book wares, quite an advantage given that Amazon was the leviathan
of online book retailing. Kindle also departed in important respects from the
iPhone and other smartphones because it was, after all, a device centered on
book lovers. Its early versions were anomalous in this regard: it was devoid
of Web surfing and e-mail capabilities, and its wireless feature functioned
as a delivery mechanism rather than something the user could configure or
customize.
At the end of 2009, the bricks-and-mortar U.S. book giant Barnes & Noble launched its own e-reader, the Nook. With the Nook, Barnes & Noble
claimed to offer access to more books, newspapers, and magazines than Amazon, and also, via its Wi-Fi, free in-store browsing of complete e-books.29 The
Canadian Kobo e-reader launched in May 2010, a venture in which Indigo
Music and Books holds the majority interest and has partnered with Borders
to offer the device in Hong Kong and Australia.30 At the same time, Kobo
launched its software, which works on other e-reader devices, such as laptops,
smartphones, and tablets, and allows access to a Kobo account for purchasing
e-books, audiobooks, and other materials.
The launch of the iPhone in the United States, and especially as it slowly
rolled out in the rest of the world, occurred only a little before the e-reader
market gained a great deal of energy and consumer acceptance. Although
Apple was not lacking for business and profitability with the great success of
its iPhone, the device still unexpectedly won them a toehold in the e-reader
market. Of course, Apple, with its reputation for secrecy, was doubtlessly
developing its e-reader strategies in private.31 Yet after late 2007, with its furious incubation of e-readers all around the world—including in countries like
China, which have received little notice from the Anglophone world—also
posed serious challenges for Apple’s directions in smartphones and its next
gambit—the reinvention of the tablet.
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Apple’s First (Official) Reader: the iPad
Gossip about Apple’s plans to develop a tablet device, perhaps called the
iTablet or iSlate, was rife for some years before the iPad premiered. The press
release announcing the iPad outlined its main selling points:
Apple® today introduced iPad, a revolutionary device for browsing the
web, reading and sending email, enjoying photos, watching videos, listening to music, playing games, reading e-books and much more. . . . Apple also announced the new iBooks app for iPad, which includes Apple’s
new iBookstore, the best way to browse, buy and read books on a mobile
device. The iBookstore will feature books from major and independent
publishers.32

When Jobs unveiled the iPad, he also touted the iBooks app, claiming that
it would be a breakthrough in e-reading. Apple deliberately targeted the
publishing community and actively began to negotiate deals.33 Unlike the
iPhone, however, in which e-reading grew “unofficially,” the “official” iBook
app and the iBookstore were slow to develop—especially in countries other
than the United States. “When Steve Jobs launched the iPad this year, he
predicted its iBooks app would be the way forward for publishing, purchasing and reading e-books. But the months since the tablet’s launch in Australia
have been frustrating as Apple concentrated on setting up US and British
markets, leaving merely out-of-copyright classics in the local iBookstore.”34
Even toward the end of 2010, the Apple iBookstore lacked titles, compared
to its chief competitors: Kindle, Nook, and Kobo. With the ease of use and
features of these e-reader apps, and others, there was no compelling reason
for iPad users (including this author) to wait for Apple to finally offer comprehensive offerings through its iBookstore.
Apple’s iPad had a slow start as an official, authorized, and self-proclaimed
entrant into e-books. Yet in other respects, the iPad built upon the achievements of the iPhone in becoming a reading technology, extending upon the
smartphone’s features and uses. As a tie-in—rhetorically, at least, if not materially significant yet—with Rupert Murdoch’s News Corporation’s publishing interests and his drive to find a “pay wall” solution for his newspapers,
the iPad has been used by the press to experiment with iPhone apps. Many
newspapers were quickly available in iPhone apps for a modest monthly subscription of a few dollars or bundled in with the regular hardcopy newspaper
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delivery. These newspaper iPad apps were as much prototypes as mature software, as much an innovation—or incunabula—as online news websites were
in the 1990s (and indeed to the present day).
The iPad has also become the e-reader and document reader of choice of
many of its early adopters because of its size, resolution, and compatibility
with other Apple computers and e-reader software. This is surprising in one
sense, but there are many difficulties in using the iPad as a versatile computer
or e-reader: its operating system is not easily accessible; unless hacked (voiding the warranty), software can only be installed via the apps store; it has
no ports; and available software for document reading is still clunky (I have
made do with Documents to Go, an unsatisfactory, but workable solution).
The user finds all these poor design aspects of the iPad and its apps (Apple’s
and those of third-party developers) curious for a corporation praised for
its hip design achievements. Some of these issues are likely to be addressed
with the iPad 2. However, they underscore how the iPad is skewed toward
consumption of media content, reading included. The iPad certainly has had
its success and become a necessary complement (or supplement) to the computer for many, including those who would rarely choose to read a long PDF
or other document or book on-screen if the more amenable version for the
tablet is available.

Phoning in the Future of the iBook
The Apple iPhone represents a surprising development in the technologies of
reading. As I have argued, its achievement, thus far at least, is in many ways
accidental—or, to put it another way, coeval with other features of the iPhone
that have made it a striking development in mobile personal media. It is obvious that Apple’s genius, as received by, appropriated by, and cocreated with
its users, does not lie solely in the technical, social, cultural, or imaginative
breakthroughs of a Vannevar Bush, Theodore Nelson, or Alan C. Kay. Nor
does it stem from a longstanding engagement with, say, the roots of contemporary online and electronic reading and writing in hypertext narrative and
systems (associated with Mark Berstein’s Eastgate Systems in the 1990s), nor
from a deep research and development immersion in e-reading, e-ink, and
so on of the likes associated with Sony or various other pioneering corporations. Rather, Apple is able to bring together various inventions and capabilities; combine them, with an eye to attractive design, good user interfaces,
and new navigation concepts; and, with particular classes of devices, thema-
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tize an area of media—whether computing (Macs), music (iPods), games,
telephony, messaging, maps, and e-mail (iPhone), and digital consumption
of convergent media, news, and other people’s e-readings (iPad, after the
iPhone).
Apple’s iBookstore may well start to make headway against its vertically
integrated e-reader competitors. If it does not yet have the know-how or
cultural capital possessed by other booksellers, nor solid relationships with
major publishers, what it does have is a simple, well-established advantage:
iTunes. With business models and billing systems for digital goods under
development since the mid-1990s, and still changing, Apple’s iTunes gives
the corporation a handy advantage—apparent in the recently launched Mac
App Store. The many consumers of Apple computers, iPods, iPhones, and
iPads are accustomed to using iTunes for purchasing music, games, videos,
apps—and, eventually, audio and e-books. Indeed, it is difficult to overstate
the importance of iTunes as the backbone for the distribution platforms that
undergird all of Apple’s devices. Consumer acceptance of iTunes in terms of
security and ease of use is strong, and payment requires only a credit card or
purchase of iTune vouchers or credit. From iTunes Apple gets a significant
advantage, not only over its competitors in the smartphone, e-reader, tablet,
computer, and other device markets but also vis-à-vis suppliers of content,
distribution, and billing systems.
Yet it seems that reimagining reading is something that Apple still struggles with. A sign of this lies in the dull image of the iBook app itself. It is
simply a wooden bookshelf, one of the most obvious figures of books and
reading. Indeed, it rather resembles the image chosen by the Classics app,
a similarity for which Apple has been accused of copying without attribution or appropriate acknowledgment.35 Probably the best thing that Apple
has done so far in its adventures in reading was to open itself up to the wide
range of software of its third-party apps developers and, despite its efforts at
control, the unauthorized and permissible acts of domestication, hacking,
modification, and innovation by its millions of everyday iPhone and iPad users. In all other respects, however, when it comes to reading futures, we still
await the magic and revolution Apple has promised.
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Ambient News and the Para-iMojo
Journalism in the Age of the iPhone

JA N EY G O R D O N

T

moments that identify a change in the way that
our societies function far beyond the significance of the event itself. For
example, when Heinrich Hertz detected radio waves, he dismissed the
phenomena: “I do not think that the wireless waves I have discovered will
have any practical application.”1 However, when Hertz died in 1894—and his
obituaries summarized his work—Guglielmo Marconi, who was then nineteen years old, is said to have read one obituary and realized the possibilities
that Hertz’s work presented. Naturally, Marconi could not have foreseen the
far-reaching effects that wireless technologies would have on our lives in the
twenty-first century.
A similar key event in the timeline of communication technology and
its relationship with journalism took place on 15 January 2009, when Janis
Krums, a nutritionist, was travelling on a ferry across the Hudson River in
New York. Along with many others, including the local Coast Guard, he witnessed the emergency landing of a passenger jet on the river and the successful evacuation and rescue of all its passengers and crew. Significantly, Krums
used his iPhone to take a picture, which he sent to the social networking site
Twitpic with the comment, “There’s a plane in the Hudson. I’m on the ferry
going to pick up the people. Crazy.”2
Krums’s use of his iPhone to take a picture and disseminate it with a short
textual comment and without reference to other media organizations testified
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FIGURE

14.1 . Miracle on the Hudson. Photo by © 2009 Janis Krums. Used with permission from the

photographer and Twitpic.

to a sea change in news gathering, and the dissemination and consumption of
news, that was already taking place but was crystallized in this event and its
reporting. Over the last two to three years, scholars from the areas of media
and journalism, along with news activists, professional journalists, and news
organizations, have been engaged with the converging technologies that the
iPhone encapsulates. They are seeking to explore, theorize, and understand
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what its impact is—and will be in the future as smartphone technology develops. The online services sent from news providers were the initial frontier
of these changes. Web feeds and SMS texts send news headlines and targeted
news to individual subscribers and give specific information that they wish
to receive, for example, on sport or financial matters. More recently, smartphones, including the iPhone, have begun to bring users a full news service.
However, this is simply dissemination from the news industry. More extraordinary is the contribution of the news consumers who, given the ability to record and upload pictures, sounds, videos, and text via their mobile handsets,
are doing so and becoming a part of the generation of news and its coverage.
This chapter attempts to give a snapshot of the current relationship between news journalism and the new media technologies common on the
iPhone and other smartphones. It begins by identifying the technologies
that may be embedded in smartphones that both professional journalists and
amateur news creators are using. I then discuss current terms and concepts in
order to draw together and try to pin down activities of current news production. The chapter concludes by suggesting some bad news and some good
news in the era of the iPhone journalist and news consumer.

Smartphone News Technologies
During a televised sports event, an outside broadcast unit can usually be seen
housed in several large caravans outside the stadium. But these days, a journalist with a smartphone in his pocket effectively has a miniature outside
broadcast unit with similar abilities. The handset can send a live commentary
via a phone call; a live video stream using facilities such as Qik or Bambuser;
capture both still and moving images; record sound; or be used to type and
file a report or a brief update. Crucially, all these feeds can be sent directly
from the phone handset to a mainstream news provider, a group of likeminded contacts, a few friends, or another individual.
Besides transmitting material, the mobile handset can also receive and exchange information and search and select data, including data from GPS services. Many smartphones have a number of these attributes, but the iPhone
developed the “killer app.” Its screen behaves and looks, to some degree, the
same as a screen on a desktop computer. Smartphone users can do more than
make phone calls and send text messages; they can use voice-over-Internet
protocols such as Skype; read, write, or respond to a blog or e-mail; use
Facebook to chat with more personal contacts; or send a Tweet to a large
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group of other Tweeters as Janis Krums did. Since the iPhone’s release in
2007, social-networking sites have developed rapidly. Twitter’s growth from
its beginnings in 2006 to the 100 million daily messages at the time of writing would appear to owe much to the growth of smartphone use.3 Twitter’s
140-character messages are an obvious tool for mobile phone users, and by
September 2010, 62 percent of users accessed Twitter on a mobile handset,
8 percent using their Twitter for iPhone app and 7 percent Twitter for Blackberry.4 Since its inception Twitter has been used to disseminate a number of
stories that would traditionally been labeled “news.” The death of the singer
Michael Jackson in June 2009 is a well known case where many people first
became aware of the event on Twitter and then spread the news to their own
groups of friends and contacts. But can these users be termed journalists?
The many uses of a smartphone are available to almost any user, not just
a professional journalist. Journalists who rely heavily on their mobile phones
to collect and file stories have been nicknamed “Mojos.” The term is fluid and
used to describe stringers or freelance or professional journalists who spend
much of their time on their mobile handsets, and it is associated with a particular set of journalistic practices.5 MoJo was also the name used by Nokia to
describe an initiative it had with Reuters, which it tested with Reuters journalists and further field-tested with students in South Africa. Indeed, a number of African nongovernmental organizations and activists were early adopters of mobile journalism. For example, the Voices of Africa project started in
2006 and set about training journalists who complied and filed their reports
using mobile handsets.6 It is difficult to assess the number of professional
journalists using iPhones, although the use of a smartphone seems ubiquitous. However, iPhone apps and other kits specifically designed for journalists are widely available, for example, the Poddio, a sound- and video-editing
app that is a part of the iPhone 4 package.

What Is News?
“News” is viewed as a prime good in society, and a healthy press is regarded
as a measure of the democratic nature and active citizenship of that society.
James Curran and Jean Seaton summarize the traditional liberal view of the
press as “the agency through which private citizens are reconstituted as a
public body, exercising informal supervision of the state.”7 This view also enshrines the concept that the news media educates citizens and champions the
individual against the abuse of power. The ability to publicly chart events,
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issues, and developments in society and open these to debate and discourse
is viewed as a crucial element of a healthy society. Article 19 of the U.N. Universal Declaration of Human Rights, for example, states: “Everyone has the
right to freedom of opinion and expression; this right includes freedom to
hold opinions without interference and to seek, receive and impart information and ideas through any media and regardless of frontiers.”8 Some countries have the freedom of the media enshrined in their constitutions or laws,
for example, the First Amendment of the U.S. Constitution. Other countries,
such as China, impose a high level of media censorship. The Chinese government even imposed a news blackout on their citizen Liu Xiaobo’s winning
the Nobel Peace Prize in 2010.
There is little agreement on what constitutes news. If the definition comes
from a journalistic background it tends to concern information that is fresh
and important to society in that the event or action may influence or cast a
shadow over society in some way. So politicians, war, crime, financial matters, and health and well-being get a high level of coverage by professional
news personnel. But a cursory glance at a news outlet demonstrates that this
is merely a small part of news and certainly of journalistic interests. Tony
Harcup and Deirdre O’Neill’s study of U.K. newspapers in 2001 found that
a large part of professional news includes much that may be better regarded
as gossip concerning the lives and actions of those already in the public view.
Further areas of news include much that may be considered to be lifestyle
journalism, which details fashions, entertainment, hobbies, and activities and
is often aimed not at participants but at spectators, sports coverage being
a notable example. There are specialist periodicals and websites for sports
participants, for example, Sport Diver or Runners World, but mainstream news
coverage is for the sports spectators. Harcup and O’Neill’s study was conducted using printed newspapers, and, by 2001, both the British news consumers that they studied and the wider global public were more commonly
getting news from broadcast sources. However, in the last decade there have
been declines in both newspaper readership and the viewing of TV news, and
numerous commentators point to an increase in lightweight leisure journalism and a decline in serious professional news journalism.9 It is clear from
a number of different studies that by 2010 large sections of the population
in the developed world were getting their news from websites. In addition,
there has been a growth in the use of RSS news feeds to mobile handsets,
including the iPhone, which accounts for three-quarters of the mobile visits to U.K. newspaper websites. It seems inevitable that the news agenda is
changing with the changing patterns of its dissemination and the reporting of
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factual news providing the catalyst for comment from professionals and the
wider public on blogs and Internet forums.

The Professional and Amateur Mojo
Although the news stories disseminated on mobile phones are selected and
written by journalists, the content is limited, with little room for comment or
editorial. This is provided by links to other web pages or to journalists’ blogs.
Professional journalists provide informed and researched comment rather
than necessarily giving the first report of the story, and it is now regarded
as de rigueur for a professional journalist to have a blog, which may give a
more extended and personal account of a news story. Paul Bradshaw has even
suggested that professional journalists ought be adept and active on Twitter
to keep abreast of stories, pick up on unpredictable events, and look out for
the amateur mojo’s contributions to the news agenda.10 The news agenda
that Edward S. Herman and Noam Chomsky once felt was being manipulated by governments and commercial interests undoubtedly still remains,
but, increasingly, local, national, and international events are being given an
extra dimension by those who are physically present.11 These are the amateur
mojos who collect material via their mobile smartphones and upload this to
websites, to social-networking sites, or as user-generated content to mainstream media providers. The material may still be subject to editorial control,
although the roles of news creators, news curators, and news consumers are
becoming increasingly blurred.
As a consequence, user-generated content is now a feature of most mainstream news websites. Some are recent entrants to this field, and other news
services were early providers. For example, the BBC website was an early
adopter of UGC; it encourages the public, particularly after a major incident,
to upload photographs, videos, and written accounts. A notable case that received international attention was Alexander Chadwick’s picture taken on his
mobile phone in a smoke filled London underground tunnel on 7 July 2005
after the terrorist bombings. His picture of the passengers walking through
the blackened tunnel became one of the iconic images of that day and was
used by professional news media. Less well known is the poignant account
he also uploaded onto the BBC’s website:
Smoke was everywhere so we were a little concerned about fire but it
soon became clear that there was none so we just stayed put and waited
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for someone to tell us what to do! No one in my carriage panicked which
is quite surprising as the smoke was really thick and nasty, everyone was
breathing through shirts and tissues. We were stuck on the train for about
25 minutes before an official came and told us what was going on, and we
evacuated quite calmly. I don’t know what happened up at the front of the
train though.

What Chadwick’s photograph lacks in technique it makes up for in poignancy
and a narrative about the behavior of people that day in London. There is no
blood, hysteria, or colorful movement. Those involved are walking through
darkness in an orderly way toward a light. Chadwick’s Nokia picture captured
a moment that was expressive, moving, and important to Londoners and
others. He told the story of Londoners’ restrained response to the events,
which was not what the international media expected to hear.12
So can Chadwick and Krums claim to be mojos, or could they be “citizen
journalists”? The word “citizen” confers rectitude, but can an opportunist
witness be termed a journalist? Surely the job of the journalist is inherently a
professional one, with ethical values and certain skills associated with it. The

FIGURE

14.2. Underground tunnel. Photo by © 2005 PAI. Used with permission from the copyright

holder.
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term “citizen journalist” is in common use but is problematic. Professional
journalists are likely to be a citizens of the country where they live or work,
yet asylum seekers, refugees, and displaced populations and individuals seeking sanctuary well away from the locale claiming them as a citizen may be
practicing journalism. They may do this as contributors to forms of media that John Downing summarizes as “alternative media, citizens’ media,
community media, tactical media, independent media, counter-information
media, participatory media, Third Sector media, social movement media,”13
with each sector having associated journalists and journalistic techniques to
provide it with material. These individuals have been termed activist, public,
community, civic, and hyper-local journalists. Each term gives a slightly differing angle, but all suggest a canon of reportage outside the commercial or
established media authorities.
It is likely, however, that neither Krums nor Chadwick considers himself
to be a journalist of any sort. They witnessed events and used the technologies available to them on their mobile phones to provide immediate eyewitness material, which was quickly taken up by the mainstream media as
user-generated content. Alfred Hermida uses the term “para-journalism” to
describe Krums’s and Chadwick’s actions, borrowing the term from “paralegal” and “paramedic,” although both these groups are professionals. Parajournalism may be thought of as content collected by individuals who are
not full-time journalists but who alert others to situations and events. They
augment and enrich mainstream coverage. Hermida argues that “new parajournalism forms such as micro-blogging are ‘awareness systems’, providing
journalists with more complex ways of understanding and reporting on the
subtleties of public communication.”14 These new forms merge para-journalism with smartphone mojos, and there have been a number of recent dramatic
examples of a para-mojo with an exceptional view of a news story that professional journalists did not have access to. Hermida also describes the idea
of “ambient news,” that the public is receiving news almost constantly even
if not aware of it. He suggests that the growth of micro-blogging services
such as Twitter and Facebook is providing “ambient journalism,” where news
consumers can be almost constantly alerted to and aware of events and can
contribute to the dialogue if they wish.15 Alex Burns furthers the discussion
by suggesting that ambient journalism is not simply something that the parajournalist contributes to or that the active news consumer absorbs. Professional news institutions that rely on high skill levels are a key part of the ambient journalistic world and are constantly scanning a range of news sources
in order to continually update and refresh the ambient news environment.16
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New(s) Consumers
As news consumers we use an array of platforms to obtain our news, including newspapers (actually on paper), TV, radio, and Internet and mobile
Web feeds. But we are also a part of its dissemination. In 2010 more than
2.3 million visits to U.K. newspaper sites came via a phone handset—1.7 million were from an iPhone. A Pew Research Center study conducted in the
United States in early 2010 found that although news consumption generally was steady, 27 percent of mobile Internet users surveyed had received
news on their mobile phone the previous day.17 Stories accessed on mobiles
and the Internet also get passed among consumers using social networking
sites: journalists’ blogs are responded to; curious or momentous incidents
may be recorded and uploaded to another social networking site or a mainstream or specialist news curator; and day-to-day actions are recorded on a
micro-blog.
Care must be taken when generalizing internationally from countryspecific statistics. However, as figures from the International Telecommunication Union note, the adoption of mobile telephony is growing globally
and the adoption of smartphones is leapfrogging simpler formats in developing countries. By the end of 2010, there were an estimated 5.3 billion mobile
cellular subscriptions, corresponding to 76 per 100 inhabitants globally (116
per 100 in developed countries and 68 per 100 in developing countries). The
report further stresses that “people are moving rapidly from 2G to 3G platforms, in both developed and developing countries. In 2010, 143 countries
were offering 3G services commercially, compared to 95 in 2007.”18 These
figures indicate where global mobile phone use is likely to be heading.

Conclusion
The Bad News
A consequence of these changing news patterns is that the days of the newshound reporter, press pass in hatband, nobly putting himself at risk to defend
society from the excesses of the ignoble politician or wealthy autocrat are
long gone. The professional journalist’s role sometimes seems to have been
demeaned to that of the purveyor of gossip about the sexual doings of minor
celebrities and those seeking fifteen minutes of fame. The technologies avail-
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able to us embedded in our smartphones can offer almost unlimited gossip
on inconsequential matters.
Is the old ideal of the “scoop” relevant either? Does it really matter which
Web feed has a second or two lead time? With the development of smartphones and their ability to access the Internet, it is inevitable that individuals
who find themselves a witness to or participant in a critical event will record
and share their experiences rapidly, scooping the professionals who can only
parachute in later to provide factual comment. Surely anyone can be a paramojo and have pictures and text up on the Internet in seconds? The ambient
news consumer may be aware of a dramatic news story before the professional newshound has donned his trilby. The problem for both curator and
consumer is how to judge the veracity of the Tweet, the intelligence of the
blog, or the indications as to what this might mean to society at large.
As we enter the second decade of the twenty-first century, the news consumer has a relatively high level of media literacy and is weary and wary of the
news being used to “spin” politics or the manipulation of the news agenda
by public relations companies. Publicity stunts by extremist groups or those
seeking to promote their own activities, views, or commercial businesses
have eroded confidence in the objectivity of the news and its relevance to our
lives and society at large. A further erosion of confidence in news values stems
from the fact that an obsession with the dramatic has led to the orchestration of tragic and extreme events by those who would use violent actions to
gain publicity and force reprisals. Furthermore, although it is felt that news is
important in our society, we are reluctant to pay much for it, and informed,
quality reporting that requires research and consideration is expensive. The
professional news services have to redefine how they sell news.

The Good News
The good news for ambient mobile news consumers, however, is that there
is a multiplicity of news sources available on their mobile handsets to suit
their own community and interests. These services may be from the major
providers and mainstream news services or smaller, niche-news providers that
are nevertheless run in a professional manner. Alongside these are the professional bloggers and Tweeters, often skilled journalists, who give added value
to their published news stories by the rich detail of user-generated content
coming in via blogs, micro-blogs, or social media. UGC may come from a
fixed-line source or from a para-mojo such as Alexander Chadwick. It may be
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uploaded to an open-access site or a curated site. These sites may be deliberately aiming for or devoted to UGC, as is Jasmine News in Sri Lanka. For the
news creators and professional mojos there is a similar multiplicity of news
alerts and tip-offs. A professional mojo can find eyewitnesses to an event via
Twitter or respond rapidly with a piece of dramatic coverage.
In countries where news services are tightly controlled by the state, the mobile phone has, in addition, become a method of comparing actual events and
factual information from witnesses and those involved, who upload material
to blogs and micro-blogs and get information to the outside world that would
otherwise not be available. Arguably, the richness and ease of news sourcing
and dissemination is a social good. However, the sifting, editing, and verifying of all this material may still need the attention of skillful news curators.

And Finally
It is evident that we are currently in a transitional period with regard to news
journalism and its creation, curation, and consumption. Much of this has
come about because about 5.3 billion people on the planet now carry around
varying degrees of their own mobile news service and news desk. In particular, as smartphones such as the iPhone have a greater penetration into the
mobile phone market, it is likely that the definitions of “news” will continue
to change. Both Alexander Chadwick’s and Janis Krums’s pictures tell personal stories that added to our understanding of the events that they were a
part of. The difference between them is that whereas Chadwick’s picture was
uploaded to a curated website that used it as user generated content, Krums
became one of the first para-iMojos by sending his iPhone picture directly to
Twitpic without any intermediary. It seems likely that the role of the professional journalist will increasingly be to provide verification of events along
with informed analysis and comment, rather than be first with a scoop at the
scene. But ambient news journalism is in our pockets, and news consumers
will need to expect to pay for quality sources of information and accuracy.
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Party Apps and Other Citizenship Calls
A N U KO I VU N E N

“I just tweet; that’s just the way I roll.”
—SA RA H PA LI N

G

2008 publicity surrounding Barack Obama’s affection for his
Blackberry and the news in 2009 about the decisive role of social media in the Norwegian parliamentary election, it is no wonder that some
radical change in campaigning methods was expected in the Swedish parliamentary election in 2010. News about “Obama’s social media advantage” and
Norwegian prime minister Jens Stoltenberg’s “hyper-active” and “teenagelike enthusiasm for facebooking, blogging and tweeting” circulated across
Swedish media.1 “E-readiness” is important to the Swedish self-image, and
Sweden tops three recent global indexes relating to information and communications technology access, use, and skill. Eighty-four percent of Swedes
have Internet access at home; half of Swedes are members of social networks;
and 1.5 million make status updates. While the Internet is predominantly accessed from home, the use of the mobile Internet is increasing with wireless
broadband and the explosion of smartphones, especially among young people between the ages of twenty-six and thirty-five.2 Furthermore, blogs played
a major role in the 2009 European elections in Sweden, and the Pirate Party,
lobbying for more free content on the Internet, sensationally won 7.1 percent
of the vote and a seat in the European parliament.3
Against this background, it seems a given that the nature of the media
would be one of the major questions during the election campaign. Indeed, it
IVEN THE
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seemed in 2009 and spring 2010 that social media was outlined as one of the
protagonists of the election. To paraphrase a general feeling: “This year’s election campaign, much more than any before it, will take place on the Internet.”
Many headlines supported this notion: “Social media becomes an election
platform,” “Social media ever more important in politics,” “Parties are now
gearing up for visibility in the social media,” and “The web is the new market
place.”4 This rhetoric, however, was short-lived. By July 2010, two months
before the election, a newspaper headline claimed, “Social media will not play
any role,” and a week before the election a major newspaper finally declared
that social media had become “a flop in the election campaign.”5 In fact, not
only were social media deemed a nonfactor, but political issues involving the
Internet in general were largely absent from the election agenda.6 File sharing, for example, which had been intensely debated in Sweden in 2009, not
the least because of the international trial of the Pirate Bay, was almost totally
forgotten. Immediately after the elections, scholars and analysts published research results that showed that the election was not, after all, a breakthrough
for social media and net-based issues and that old media outshone social media. For large electorates, they concluded, television, radio, and newspapers
still matter the most.7 In the Swedish elections, then, one candidate—the
social media—lost.8
However, I argue that the election campaign provided momentum and
a framework for both political parties and the established media to imagine political citizenship in the age of a changing media landscape, amid fears
about democratic deficits, weakened interest in political participation, and
a decreased connection to the public.9 For the parties, the continuous process of mediatization is a major challenge. With media as an important—for
many, the most important—“bearer of democracy’s political communication,”
political parties increasingly not only adapt themselves but also internalize
the media logics of newsworthiness. On the other hand, political campaigns
have become increasingly professionalized in Sweden and have sought to
gain independence from the media.10 As for the traditional media, while their
status as providers of political information is still strong, their importance,
especially for young people, is in question, as is their future as providers of
a sense of public connection.11 For political actors and media, the question
remains, to quote Peter Dahlgren, “where we find the center of gravity for
political dynamics in late modern society,” that is, how and where the future
civic cultures will emerge and operate.12
Notably, the 2010 election campaign in Sweden coincided with the introduction of smartphones on the European mass markets. Sweden has a popu-
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lation of some 9 million people, and some 2 million now own a smartphone.
Among smartphones, Apple’s iPhone has enjoyed high media visibility, and
the streets of Stockholm are sometimes resemble a kind of “Apple country,”
as a journalist noted, where a “trip in the Stockholm metro can easily give
one the impression that every other Swede owns an iPhone. Many people sit
immersed, gazing the small screens, rolling their fingers frenetically over the
digital menus.”13 According to media market research companies, in summer
2010 more than 700,000 people in Sweden owned an iPhone, and many
more intended to acquire one within a year. Analysts estimated that in Sweden every second mobile sold would be a smartphone by the end of 2010,
and smartphones would therefore soon account for 50 percent of the mobile
market.14 In the Swedish media, the iPhone enjoyed special attention and was
repeatedly referred to as a “success.” Interestingly and notably, its popularity
was first envisioned as and later compared to a “popular movement,” in other
words, a community comparable to a political party. In any case, it was narrativized as becoming the telephone for “the ordinary Swedish.”15
It is therefore no coincidence that a number of political iPhone apps were
released during the summer of 2010 by different parties before the Swedish
elections. In doing so, Swedish parties kept up with an international trend. In
the U.S. presidential elections in 2008, various Web, Facebook, and iPhone
applications were introduced as campaign devices. In the 2010 midterm elections, smartphone apps were deemed “a must,” and 2010 was described as
“the year of the election app.” In British parliamentary elections in 2010, several parties (Labour, Conservative, the Liberal Democrats, the Greens, and
the UK Independence Party) launched apps as part of their e-campaigns. And
in Germany, for instance, the Christian Democratic Union and the Green
Party (Die Grüne), have launched national and regional election apps.16 At
the same time, media companies in the United States and United Kingdom
but also in Sweden have released iPhone apps that serve as gateways to their
offerings in general or are designed specifically for elections. In Sweden, both
the commercial network television TV4 and the two public-service companies, Swedish Television (SVT) and Swedish Radio (SR), launched apps
before the election campaigns. Also, Svenska Dagbladet, the independent
right-wing newspaper, and Aftonbladet, the Social Democrat tabloid paper,
launched an app in cooperation.
Through discussing three different cases—first, the iPhone apps released
in Sweden by the two political blocs and three parties; second, the iPhone
apps of the public television and radio networks and the commercial national
television network; and, third, the story of social media as a protagonist in
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the elections in Swedish print journalism17—this article will focus on the explicit (or implicit) framing of personalized, social media and smartphones
as a major new gateway for political citizenship. In the absence of definite
empirical findings about the importance of either social media or iPhones for
political agency or engagement in the public sphere, I will look at the discursive constructions of citizenship evoked in the three cases.

Party Apps and Political Citizenship
When a number of Swedish political party secretaries, communications officers, and election managers were questioned in June 2010 about the importance of social media in the upcoming election, their responses were unanimous: social media would play an important role but not a decisive one. They
all saw social media as a way to mobilize supporters and, especially, as a key
device for those involved in personal campaigning, still a rarity in Swedish
elections.18 Social media was outlined as one of many strategies to engage
in a dialogue with the voters. As part of this e-campaigning, in late August
and early September several political apps were released by the right-center
Alliance for Sweden (consisting of the Moderate Party, the Liberal Party of
Sweden, the Christian Democrats, and the Centre Party), the Christian Democrats and Centre Party acting on their own, the Red-Green Coalition, and
the Social Democratic Party. The apps were fairly simple and can be regarded
as ways to make headlines during the final stretch of the campaigns. Yet all
of them also made an attempt to frame the parties and political alliances as
e-ready, as modern and up-to-date. Moreover, all of them entertained a notion of political citizenship in the age of the iPhone.
Three of the apps, those by the Christian Democrats, the Centre Party,
and the Alliance, evoked a notion of the citizen as a gamer, albeit in different
ways. The two small Alliance parties published apps built around the personas of their party leaders. The Centre Party app featured political communication through the audio book of Ett land av friherrinnor (A country of baronesses), the autobiography and vision of Sweden by Maud Olofsson, who was
the party leader at the time. The app further asked the user to take a quiz on
“How much Maud are you?” The quiz, while playful in tone, featured an array of multiple-choice questions and resulted in a verdict delivered by Olofsson. The app also offered links to party websites. In contrast, the Christian
Democrat app sidestepped political agendas altogether in favor of presenting
the party leader Göran Hägglund as a kind of stand-up comedian. The app,
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Göran Says, offered itself as a fan device, featuring quotes or humorous expressions from Hägglund: “WTF is going on, dude?”, “Red-green smog,” “It
is cool,” and so on. These quotations were meant to be enjoyed repeatedly,
and the app offered links to Hägglund’s Twitter and Facebook accounts for
more live comments. Also, the app offered links to YouTube videos, as well as
to Hägglund’s favorite music list on Spotify. This app won Hägglund much
publicity as it was discussed in broadcast media and newspapers as an example either of political campaigning becoming more entertainment oriented
or of the increasing personalization of politics in Sweden, where people primarily vote for party lists. In general, however, Hägglund’s public image was
discussed in favorable terms.
The Alliance app, representing the four right-wing and center parties, has
a more sober tone and employed conventional political rhetoric. It presented
itself as “an app that listens,” thus reflecting the political coalition’s platform
of “giving all people, independent of their background, equal opportunities
to grow and develop out of their own dreams and their own desire.” Repeating key phrases in the Alliance’s campaign rhetoric, the app declared: “We
want our iPhone application to listen rather than talk.” In practice, the app offered the user the ability to build complete sentences with refrigerator-magnet
words. Despite the rhetoric of interactivity and the emphasis on increased
user participation, the app served to disseminate a strategically chosen vocabulary, a carefully directed political language. Available sentences begin “In my
Sweden . . . ,” and the user can choose among several words, some of which
display in orange. These are called “value words” and are underlined as “extra
important for the Alliance.” Such words included names of well-known and
much-debated policies such as “tax reduction for the employed,” “primacy of
employment,” “tax reduction for renovations on the home,” and “tax deduction for services performed in the household.” Moreover, the value words
included nouns such as “choice, work, enterprise, tax, economy, energy, freedom, care of the elderly, childcare, welfare, health care, safety, school, integration, period of mandate, pensioner, tax, and climate.” These words could be
combined with an array of others, including the names of the participating
parties, the first names of party leaders, qualifiers (“little, young, big, best,
historic, happy, pleased, high, lower, right-wing, left-wing”), nouns (“day,
mother, quality, desire, thank, responsibility, night, allowance, outsider ship,
weekend, wage-worker, entrepreneurship”), verbs (“fix, vote, give, work,
meet, will have time, seek, meet, create”), markers of time and space, markers
of opinion, and various fill-in words (“like, or, for, on, as, how, with, your,
your, to, what, through, together”). The vocabulary thus made it possible for
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the user to repeat, with some variation, arguments for Alliance policies and to
criticize the Red-Green opposition and its leader. Finally, the user was offered
the possibility to save the finished sentences as a photo in one’s phone or to
share them by Facebook or Twitter. Interestingly, while addressing the viewer
as somebody to be listened to and somebody whose thoughts are important,
this app first and foremost made visible the political nature of language and
the potential for manipulation.
For the political opposition, the citizen was explicitly envisioned as a
seeker of arguments and information. The Red-Green coalition app, For the
Whole of Sweden, does not feature any game or play moments but instead
addresses the user as a potential campaign worker in need of political weaponry. The app features a poster of the four opposition-party leaders as a background and a menu with five different channels: First, “The Red-Green vs.
the Alliance,” an opportunity to compare political messages across various
issues. Second, the app summarizes critical claims by the Alliance and offered counter-arguments to these. Third, the app features a blog, linking to
a webpage, and, fourth, a link to an e-mail application enabling the user to
post questions that the coalition promises to answer within one day. Finally,
users were invited to engage and register as election workers. In line with this
information-oriented approach, the Social Democratic Party released an app
of its own dedicated to election information, “Vote 2010,” featuring Google
maps and guidance about where and when one could vote before and on
Election Day. The app includes links to YouTube and other visual campaign
material, such as posters and logos, but otherwise did not contain political
information.
In contrast with the more playful or outright entertainment-oriented Alliance apps, these opposition products did not risk any ambiguous readings.
Instead, they sought credibility by underlining information while also forcefully marketing the key issues, arguments, and appropriate language for those
engaged in campaigning. In line with the classic notion of political communication, the Red-Green app attempted to arm its users with tools and weapons
for engagement, deliberation, and argumentation. Unlike the Alliance app’s
veiled rhetoric of “value words,” the Red-Green app’s mode of address was
explicitly ideological and antagonistic.

The National Network Media Goes App
Most current discussion of apps tends to focus on either their business potential or the fears of monopoly and censorship, but the tone was different
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in the initial stages of the Swedish election campaign. The public radio channel, Sveriges Radio, had released its first iPhone application in 2008, and
the two national television networks were competing in December 2009 to
get their apps launched. TV4 Play was released in December 2009, and SVT
Play in early February 2010. SVT Play, the app from the public television network, was launched with a much-publicized campaign, “Dear Steve Jobs.”19
In this campaign, all Swedes were addressed as allies and asked to “help convince Steve” to hurry the approval and launching process of the SVT app.
The online petition, “Come on Steve, Sweden is waiting,” gained 407,074
signatures, and the campaign actually got wide publicity when representatives clothed in Swedish national costumes demonstrated outside the Apple
headquarters in California.
The national emphasis of this campaign, evoking the atmosphere of a major sporting event, can be interpreted as a strategic move against European
Union media policies that question the limits of public networks. Commercial media companies have criticized public-service companies as distorting
and threatening competition.20 For Sweden, innovations such as SVT Play
on the Internet—which, along with the BBC iPlayer, is arguably one of the
best ways that European public television has upgraded itself and as a consequence become hugely popular—and apps that provide free content are cases
that probe the limits of the public-service remit under EU regulations. In this
light, the SVT campaign for its app reads not only as yet another claim from
“old media” for its centrality but also as an offensive push into a larger battle
over national media policies.21 The campaign provided an opportunity to
frame Swedish public television as a national matter, not a political interest.
At the same time, however, the campaign also contributed to the image of
the iPhone as a default media device and as an issue of national importance,
echoing the media framing of it as a “popular movement.”22
Swedish Television (SVT), Swedish Radio (SR), and the commercial
“quality channel” TV4 all made special efforts to cover the election and to
engage viewers and listeners with it—and they extended these efforts to the
Internet. While TV4 Play provided access to the channel’s regular news programming and clips from its elections coverage, the company also launched a
special poll device, Mentometer, that enabled smartphone users to participate
in polls during its final debate programs and elections coverage.23 Both public
companies, again, used their license-funded resources for launching extensive thematic sites for the 2011 election and tailoring them to app users. The
SVT and SR applications offered first-page entries to “Election 2010” (“Valet
2010,” SVT) or the “Election Pod” (“Valpodden,” SR), featuring video and
audio clips as well as journalism. With these special channels, the networks
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underlined the force of the election’s presence, heightening its immediacy
for the fully informed citizen and media consumer. Notably, SVT enacted
the principles of its public-service remit in offering both information and
entertainment, aiming both to represent the complexity of the election issues
and to seek broad, popular legitimacy for this endeavor.24 Balancing the same
line as the political parties with their iPhone apps, SVT imagined the political
citizen as hungry for both debates and comic programming. Hence, SVT created a convergence between politics and popular culture, combining political
involvement and participation with an explicit notion of fun, albeit in the
traditional format of political satire.25 Alongside extensive links to interviews,
hearings, and debates, the site offered access to comic clips and satiric commentaries, often specially produced for Internet users, whether stationary or
mobile. While the SVT and SR websites were primarily created to gather and
organize their election coverage—both national and regional, as well as catering to special groups (young people, disabled, linguistic minorities)—they
tailored much of this for mobile users as well.
Other old-media outlets entered the app field. Crossfire (Korseld), created by two Stockholm-based dailies, Svenska Dagbladet and Aftonbladet, was
the only election app that users had to pay for. Structured, as the title implies, around a debate between two opposing political standpoints, the app
exemplifies a crossover between the personalization of political journalism
and a strict issue-focused political discussion. In the app, the user was offered
a range of political questions and offered two different viewpoints by two
editorial-page journalists, Sanna Rayman of the right-wing Svenska Dagbladet
and Katrine Kielos of the Social Democrat Aftonbladet. The user was also
offered access to a series of questions to leading politicians. In setting up an
antagonistic approach between two opposing views, the app both reflected
and contributed to the new shape of Swedish politics, where the voter is
offered a choice between two political alliances. Here, the interdependence
of media and the political system became visible, as did the limits of media
independence: the framing of the debate is bound to political realities.

The Re-Mediation of the Center
The staging of social media as one of the “parties” participating in the
election—something to be appropriated and assessed—was by and large productive for media, politicians, and political parties alike. Social media in its
various upgraded forms became an opportunity to put parties and media or-
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ganizations on the agenda by participating in this narrative. As Nick Couldry
has argued, “the myth of the centre” and “the myth of the mediated centre”
are fundamentally connected. The notion of a society’s center is naturalized
by media, but at the same time it supports the media representing themselves
as the frame of that centre.26 A concrete manifestation of this convergence is
the annual week of Swedish politics in Almedalen on the island of Gotland,
where Swedish political and media elites and lobby organizations mingle. In
July 2010, social media was one of the major topics for seminars and discussions. Journalists and politicians tweeted and updated Facebook from the
event, and as a consequence numerous politicians were photographed working on their iPhones or other smartphones.27 In this context, as in central
Stockholm, smartphones were presented as necessary accessories.
Beyond discussing the relative importance and success or failure of
e-campaigning in 2010, the treatment of social media by Swedish print media testifies to a process of “domestication.”28 In discussing “new media” or
social media, the “old media” introduced Facebook and Twitter, provided
guidelines and advice for their use—for both politicians and voters—and engaged in critique of them. All of this is indicative of the old media’s desire and
attempt to hold on to the center. For the purposes of introduction and civic
education, print media published lists of blogs, Twitter accounts, YouTube
channels, and Facebook groups “worth” following or joining, hence assigning themselves the role of gatekeeper.29 National and local media presented
individual politicians as engaged actively and successfully in this sphere.30 At
the same time, media consultants published guidebooks for politicians and
parties and were recruited by the old media to evaluate the efforts and success of different parties.31 Notably, then, while the old media allied with the
political elite in establishing a myth of the mediated center, when discussing
social media and the election, they allied with educators, consultants, and the
imagined political citizen, the voter, to criticize politicians for deficient skills
in “doing” social media. Media consultants and journalists alike criticized
politicians for a number of deficiencies: being too passive; using Twitter or
Facebook for one-way communication, as “megaphones” for PR; having bad
judgment; and reducing the medium to meaningless chatter.32
The narrative of the failure of social media to meet expectations in the
2010 Swedish election—as if it indeed had been a popular movement—can
thus also be read in relation to the myth of the mediated center. This narrative
delivers an assurance that old media did maintain its importance and primary
status in the election and, by implication, its role as “the center.” Unsurprisingly, Martin Gelin, the e-campaign manager for the Red-Green coalition
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protested against this narrative of failure and countered such claims by referring to moments in which social media overtook the old media:
Facebook especially has contributed to a new political discussion. We had
55,000 who used our Red-Green Facebook application. 36,000 Swedes
shared the link to the blog update by Emelie Holmquist on her mother’s
problems with social insurance. 120.000 saw on YouTube the Red-Green
rally speech by Stellan Skarsgård, ten times the amount who were there.
Yesterday, a seventeen-year-old girl managed, within a couple of hours, to
get 7,000 people to join her on Sergel Torg in a protest against Sweden
Democrats. Those who say that digital media have not influenced Swedish
politics do not know what they are talking about.33

In this counter-narrative, Gelin notably singles out moments in social media
when the celebrity factor, moral outrage, or political protests became highly
visible in the national public sphere, i.e., the old media. Five days before the
election, the blogosphere and social media users significantly influenced the
political debate: a blog post by Emelie Holmquist about how her mother,
suffering from a rare hormonal disease, had been treated by the Swedish Social Insurance Agency received 2,000 comments and was shared by 14,000
Facebook-users.34 This case was widely discussed in television debates, radio programs, and newspaper reports. Whether this event had influenced the
election result is impossible to know. Of significance, however, is the implied
convergence between an entertained citizen—with personalization and dramatization being the key features—and the increase in “public connection.”35
The political potential of mobilizing affect in social media is, notably, the key
feature of the US Tea Party app, featuring “the outrage of the day.” Inciting
outrage is an important strategy for such politicians as Sarah Palin, whose
“just tweeting” is framed as direct communication with her followers, beyond the gatekeepers of traditional media.36
After the election in Sweden, social media was seen to have brought
about change in one sense. A new effect of social media and personalized,
networked media is an increase in manifestations of political identities: the
visibility of likes and dislikes. On Facebook, for example, 60,000 people
stamped their profile images to wish for a Red-Green government. On the
other hand, 18,680 people “liked” the page “We who consider moving abroad
if Mona Sahlin is elected prime minister.” In the old media, this was framed as
the “vote coming out of the closet.”37
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Conclusion
It remains to be seen whether political citizenship in the age of personalized
media feeds into a reinvigoration of political citizenship beyond the classic
and clichéd divide between information and entertainment or whether personalized media is doomed to feed into what Jodi Dean has termed “communicative capitalism,” where networked communication and information
technologies “capture” and “reformat” political energies, turning “efforts
at political engagement into contributions to the circulation of content, reinforcing the hold of neoliberalism’s technological infrastructure.”38 The
fantasies of abundance, participation, and wholeness that Dean attributes to
“communicative capitalism” were in operation both in the Swedish election
coverage and in the political apps and other investments in social, personalized media. In the rhetoric of e-campaigning, citizens were called upon as
participants, messages were coded as contributions, clicks were framed as
input, a sense of flow was enhanced, and a rhetoric of interaction and dialogue was highlighted. The narrative of failure can partly be understood as
reflecting the unrealistic promises of this rhetoric. In the convergence of election campaigns and personalized and social media, several critical trajectories
overlapped. The obvious question of who is going to win the election was
supplemented with two interlinked questions about the future of democracy and media. Both the old media and political parties were fighting for
an increase in public connection—and indirectly for their roles at the center
of society. No new civic cultures emerged, but the efforts, hopes, fears, and
disappointments articulated by both media and the political parties testify to
the complexities of citizenship and the media matrix in an age of personalized
media.
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The iPhone’s Failure
Protests and Resistance

O LI V E R LE I ST E RT

T

roll-out of mobile phone technology has
been accompanied by the development of a specialized practice of
mobile media within various protest movements. Reports of massive
mobile-media use in different protest situations show up daily—and the list
of scholarly publications on the topic is growing as well. Events in Iran in
2008—and in 2011 in Tunisia and Egypt—have made mobile technologies
pertinent for protesters. Yet one needs to remain critical about the extent to
which these protests and demonstrations have been empowered by mobile
media. In addition, keeping mobile media available and sustainable is becoming increasingly difficult for protesters since regimes have learned about
their empowering capacities—and how to limit them.1 “All mobile operators in Egypt have been instructed to suspend services in selected areas,” as
an Egyptian Vodafone statement in late January 2011 read. “Under Egyptian legislation the authorities have the right to issue such an order and we
are obliged to comply with it. The Egyptian authorities will be clarifying
the situation in due course.”2 Cases of harsh repression based on cyber-surveillance abound. Hence, it would be insufficient to praise the powers of
liberation granted by mobile communication technology because this fails
to acknowledge retaliatory effects. Mobile media are, in fact, a technology
of governing—and as such they easily may be switched from a liberal to a
reprimanding mode.
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Technically, the iPhone is invested with all common necessary features to
support its use in active, autonomous protests as it provides Internet connectivity on the road and a myriad of communication tools. Hence, iPhones
could potentially be omnipresent at political protests today. Yet there are a
number of reasons that this is not the case. And while the iPhone is in wide
use in many areas of modern life, in this article I will argue that despite all the
innovation hype, it has largely failed to “revolutionize” revolutions proper,
the key reason being that the iPhone is too expensive and mostly sold in
combination with a post-paid plan. During my extensive research on mobile
media, social movements, and surveillance, comprising numerous interviews
with social activist worldwide, none of these subjects turned out to be an
iPhone owner. One might conclude that the iPhone is for the wealthy only,
whose interest in, say, a more just world seldom leads to active street protests. Yet there are a variety of reasons that do not relate to the costs the
iPhone entails, and it certainly would be simplistic to assume that wealth
equals political opportunism, as such a statement would rest on a notion
of class that neglects the inherent multidimensionality of power relations,
thus echoing the neoliberal doctrine that individuals are activated only in the
pursuit of their own economic benefit. Rather, I want to begin my article
where all mobile communication begins—at the level of infrastructures—and
I will conclude by elaborating on the technically most basic, but enormously
widespread tool that mobile media provide social movements with: short
messaging. The purpose of the article, then, is to show that the iPhone fails
as a protester’s device for reasons related to Apple’s closed-source culture and
because the needed tools are coming with other platforms and phones. Apple’s license politics and closed-source culture appear to be among the biggest
obstacles, and, indeed, the iPhone is well known for its ultra-rigid method
of application and content delivery, including the first successful DRM strategy, while other mobile media platforms, such as those based on Android or
Maemo/MeeGo, take advantage of the productivity of their own community
and continue to blur the distinctions between user/recipient and developer/
producer.3

Why Open Source Matters in a Proprietary Surrounding
Mobile media generally have their closest connection to open-source and
hacker culture within the domain of application development for activist purposes. Within these circles, Apple is hardly the preferred brand. “The iPhone
is cool and it is completely locked. The possibilities there are limited,” states
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“Yossarian,” a developer for the activist portal Indymedia.4 At the same time,
however, the iPhone has also spurred and generated a mobile media culture
that might change how activists behave, as one of my interviews with application developer Nathan Freitas revealed:
I have . . . recently looked at higher end smartphones . . . the android operating system, the HTC g models. . . . Things with better keyboard and
cameras, iPhone-type devices. And just thinking about a year or two from
now and the next big upgrade comes and everyone has, like we have seen
it in America, everyone seems to have an iPhone. It changed how much
media have been produced. So, looking at that, the high-end Nokias and
what happens if that trickles down into Africa or Asia in the way the basic
Nokias are there now.

The hope of 3G phones “trickling down” into poorer regions might remain illusory. Still, what Freitas addresses applies to an increasing number
of people, and thus he certainly is right in welcoming efforts to develop 3G
phone applications that meet the criteria for anticensorship campaigns in,
say, China or Burma. “One of the reasons why I like Android is that you can
replace the applications, you can replace the dial, the text-messaging application, saying this is the default.” When open-source and Linux-based phones
entered the arena, one prevalent barrier fell that had made any mobile phone,
including the iPhone, an untrustworthy device. Seen from Freitas’s perspective, open-source software is a necessary preliminary step for secured communication.5 Not that every individual compiles from source, fixes bugs, or
reads crypto-algorithms, but everyone might do that. Freitas has, for example, taken advantage of these features when developing a number of Android
applications tailored to the demands of anticensorship activists in China and
Burma, such as anonymous Internet usage via Tor or encrypted and passwordprotected file systems on the phone, encrypted telephony and SMS, and steganographic use of MMS. These are features that might affect the well-being
of activists and are available only because of the open-source culture enabled
in Android. Again, Apple’s iPhone cannot be deployed for the development
of such applications because of its closed-source and centralized deployment
regime.
Freitas’s efforts naturally also echo the problem of mobile-phone infrastructures generally. Client to client encryption is, for instance, a measure
taken because the pathway in between—the infrastructure—remains untrustworthy. The matter can only be bypassed if there is a possibility for everyone
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to develop and distribute applications free from the producer or distributor
of the phone itself, which is difficult in case of the iPhone. Mobile telephony
networks, thus, differ significantly from the Internet. The latter is based on
open standards and so encourages development while the mobile phone infrastructure can only be reverse engineered, that is, understood by analyzing
input and output functions and operations without access to the processes
running inside. Security issues about GSM, the Global System for Mobile
Communications, for example, are only slowly being disclosed to the general
public, a concern emphasized by a number of my social-activist interviewees,
such as software developer Daniel Kahn Gillmor:
The other thing is the issue of control over communications. As a free software developer I do think (despite my caveats) that there is a potential
for emancipatory change in a global communications network; but it can
only happen when people are actually in control of their own communications. That is one of the reasons why free software is important. Mobile
phones in the communications world have been our adversaries in this particular struggle. The idea of making myself dependent on a machine that
has so many layers of inaccessible proprietary control is really unacceptable
for me.6

To both iPhone and Microsoft users, such statements may sound fancy.
Control over means of communication, nevertheless, is the driving force for
hacker and free-software developer communities. These demands stem from
a critical perspective on proprietary, closed-source information and communication technologies—and not from an affirmation of technology. They can
be traced back to the demands of ownership over means of production and
thus link to an old heritage of work struggles. Seen from this perspective,
mobile-phone infrastructure is complicated by telecommunication companies having full control, leaving phone users passive and dependent and the
infrastructure itself a black box, sealed by various nondisclosure agreements
signed before getting access to critical information on closed-source applications. Any public disclosure is then prohibited, which naturally produces
distrust within the tech-savvy community and among activists.
These concerns in their most radical form have lead to proposals and concrete attempts to rebuild the mobile infrastructure from the ground up, as
in the case of local message delivery. As mobile telephony was shutdown in
Egypt during the protests in early 2011, for instance, device-to-device connectivity via Bluetooth regained importance for communication on the streets.
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Regarding wireless protocols disseminated on a larger scale, one of my interviewees named “Startx” stated that he had always been
fascinated by the idea that people have these sophisticated devices they
carry around everyday: their telephones. And they hardly use any of the
possibilities of it. They have a recording device, a video camera, a photo
camera. All the mobile phones of the last years have a wireless device with
Bluetooth, but nobody is using all this stuff. Everybody has it and is carrying it around. So our idea was to start with Bluetooth because it is the most
common and most spread kind of wireless protocol.7

Using Bluetooth, wireless devices can be merged into a network where
clients also act as routers. Radical developers such as Startx are envisioning a
return to decentralization (or even distributed systems) in response to pressing issues of surveillance, and responding also to high prices for basic services
such as SMS. Setting up wireless networks that cover parts of London, for
instance—based on protocols that encourage distributed topologies—one
responds to the unjustified high costs for local mobile-phone telephony. The
idea of a Bluetooth-based messaging service thus becomes a real challenge to
the untenable scenarios set up by various telecoms. As a consequence, the call
for open standards and open source are integral parts of an attitude developed
within the open culture of the Internet and in clear contradiction to proprietary mobile communication standards such as GSM. While the iPhone relies
on GSM (or UMTS, the Universal Mobile Telecommunications System) like
other phones, it has from the start failed to provide preliminary necessities
to reliably circumvent this problem: open-source code base, decentralized
application distribution, and autonomy from its producer. For commercial
reasons, Apple keeps the iPhone tied tightly to its own distribution channels
and thus reduces it deliberately to a consumer device instead of a tool for
emancipatory personal communication.

Phone Activism
In spite of the persistent struggle for control over the means of mobile communications, mobile phones have become an integral part of the activist
toolkit. The contradiction of not having control over one’s own means of
communication while using it is an activist tool is agonizing: almost every
interviewee expressed the discomfort with this situation. Here, the exposed
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position of such activists sheds light on the unsolved issues discussed above.
Being under surveillance because of one’s activities marks a watershed of
sorts: on the one side, surveillance remains an undirected default activity
with unknown outcome, and, on the other side, surveillance is explicitly targeted as both a means of repression and as a means of establishing fear and
paranoia. “Blax,” a media activist from Oaxaca, Mexico, reports on how to
contain surveillance:
In the context of the social repression here in Oaxaca . . . human rights
activists were trained in the use of mobile phones to try to contain the
surveillance because the surveillance was declared as a permanent reality.
So, we can not fight it, we can not stop it, but we can try to contain it and
we have to live with it. The use of the phone, not saying a lot, not saying
delicate parts of your life. As media activists, we were trying to help people
use encryption for their communication.8

Living under heavy surveillance raises questions about how one should
use mobile phones. Yet these are also multipurpose tools, and mobile media
are used in many ways. Cameras and microphones, especially, have been employed by my interviewees in places such as Pakistan, India, or Brazil. Even
simple mobile phones nowadays provide cameras to capture evidence. Lowresolution pictures and films and mono recordings can fulfill these tasks even
better as their transmission to the Internet has become significantly faster.
“Roberto” is a member of the Cooper Gliceria, a collectors’ self-organized
cooperative in São Paulo, which developed as a response to the unorganized
and thus more vulnerable social status of the paper and cards collectors in
the city.
Once the city police was arresting the cards. With the cell phone I was able
to take a picture of it and then make a denouncement. And this eventually stopped the police action. It changed the way the police acted towards
the collectors. And secondly: whenever we have meetings with authorities,
with the major and secretary and something like that, we can record with
the cell phone and so have their voices on tape and claim our rights on the
agreements made because it is on tape.9

The mobile phone thus serves as a tool for reclaiming rights where the power
relation has become so asymmetrical that without documented evidence the
stronger party could simply renege on an agreement and the weaker party

C5870.indb 243

1/30/12 1:24 PM

244

The App Revolution

would have no recourse. Of course, this is basically not a new practice or
strategy, but it is the mobile phone that for the first time brings a recording machine or a simple camera to many people, such as in the autonomous
Mexican region of Chiapas, when the Mexican military tried to control the
streets in a remote area, as reported by “Olinca,” from the Association for
Progressive Communications member Laneta in Mexico City: “In Chiapas,
people send images through mobile phones, when they have pictures of the
military transports or movements, they send the picture to other areas to put
them very fast in circulation, so the military can not surprise them anymore.
Some communities also send these pictures to San Cristóbal. Sometimes also
to the Internet.”10
The mobile phone and its camera become tools of intelligence service for
those who are commonly the targets of intelligence operations. I also visited
Lahore, Pakistan, to talk with lawyers and activists about mobile media during the peak of the lawyers’ movement that lead to the reinstallation of the
Pakistani chief of justice, and thus an independent judiciary, in 2008, as well
as the forced resignation of the dictator Pervez Musharraf. Internet access
has never made it to the common people here but remains a tool of the upper and middle classes. Although the lawyers and activists who were at the
heart of the lawyers’ movement are from the wealthier part of the society, the
use of basic SMS services became the main means of communication and
organizing.
Hamid Zaman is the president of the Concerned Citizens Society of Pakistan (CCP), a group of citizens mostly with a high education and wealthy
background, which joined the lawyers’ efforts early and which were able to
mobilize on short notice whenever necessary:
All our messages used to go out by mobile phone because a very small
percentage of people have email and internet, out of the people that were
with us maybe 20 percent. And so the mobile phone was the most effective way of mobilizing, because you are always carrying a mobile and so I
can send you in the morning a message for demonstration in the evening
and you would read it some time in the day. So all messages used to be
sent via mobile phones. Any directions and instructions that needed to be
given. We had a CCP number, one central phone, so that any person who
wanted to send back feedback would send it to that number. That number
was monitored by a secretary all day. It could be used for people to send
comments.11
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Here the core issue of mobile media is their capability to gather people
on short notice. This power has been confirmed by almost all interviewees,
independent of origin. As the CCP people had a wealthy background, they
also used other technologies at their disposal. They could bridge the gap to
the Internet to reach out to overseas Pakistanis, who could not follow the issue via the mass media since media reports were strictly censored during the
emergency phase. This is where social networking sites in combination with
mobile phones jumped in and, according to “Mr. Kahn,” another member of
CCP, thus helped, for instance, to raise money for the imprisoned lawyers:
Video recording and picture taking, besides SMS, was important. We
were able to move images very fast into the web. Especially the students
exploited this feature. The people overseas were constantly being updated,
so someone studying overseas was able to move that information back and
forth, that did put a lot of pressure on the media. That was to me the most
phenomenal thing. I could take a picture and put it on Facebook while I
was there. We had a CCP group on Facebook. Social networking is now
connected to the phone.12

These features could have been supported by iPhones very well. But I have to
admit: during my whole stay in Lahore, I did not notice any iPhone in use,
not even among the wealthy CCP people.

The Rule of the Mobile
But what happens to those excluded from electronic communication? Interestingly, even in countries such as India, exclusion from political participation on grounds of unavailable mobile-phone technology is a concern for a
constantly decreasing number of people, as an activist from Bangalore nicknamed “ManasaSarovara” tells us: “The maximum people that we are connected with are not on the internet, many people are not even literate. But
they have a phone. The main demographic that we are relating to, like the
fisher people, all these people are not on the internet, maybe one person,
some leaders. But all the others are not. But they all have phones. Everyone.
It is only at 2000 rupees.”13 This statement is seconded by Madhuresh Kumar
from Delhi, who works on the mobilization of social movements that travel
from rural areas to the capital to protest:
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Mobile phones are very useful in a country like India, because many of
these movements work in places where electricity is unreliable or absent
and no access to internet is available. The emails are only for the urban
situation, but for the rural it is the mobile where you can communicate . . .
using voice but also the SMS, which became useful in the way that if anything happens anywhere in the country you create a text message and send
it across the country to all supporters in the villages and the cities, and it is
easy and quick to organize support.14

Without electricity, mobile phones win over other infrastructural measures.
Kumar’s comments also point us toward the nondetachable integration of
these devices into social movements’ practices. As mentioned above, paranoia
and fear of repression through use of mobile media were addressed by nearly
all interviewees, and nonetheless nearly everyone had embraced the comfort
and change in agency brought by the new tools.

iGovern
After discussing the tool function of mobile media for political protests, we
also need to take into account the disempowering aspects of mobile media,
their dark side, so to speak. I would like to argue that mobile media can
be understood as a governmental technique, spreading around the globe to
enhance productivity—the main task of governing, as Foucault convincingly
has laid out. Although a liberal regime as such is not present in all countries,
I suggest that where mobile media exist, there also is some sort of liberal
rule; the technology allows the population to communicate in relative independence from the state. When it comes to surveillance issues, on the other
hand, understanding mobile media from its illiberal governmental side helps
to understand that this dark side of mobile media indeed is systemic: governing is always an undertaking involving the two sides of the same coin, the
production of economic freedom but at the same time, securing that freedom
against possible threats. Liberal rule necessarily depends on social exclusion
by exertion of illiberal, disciplinary, and sovereign measures.
The dark side of mobile media became notorious when many protestors
in Teheran were arrested after being identified via a state-of-the-art NokiaSiemens Telecommunications Surveillance infrastructure for mobile phones.
This anti-emancipatory interpretation of mobile media gains dominance
when liberal rule, enacted by the massive roll-out of mobile media, turns into
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illiberal or even sovereign rule: mobile devices turn themselves against their
users as technologies of repression. Whether the regime is a formal democratic one or not, whether it has an oligarchic structure or a strong middleclass base, it tries to withstand, incorporate, or reject a grassroots, bottom-up
pressure that can trigger illiberal or sovereign rule. Because activists understand the dangers they are dealing with when they use data streams for such
purposes (e.g., with every SMS they send), it is the activists themselves who
constantly define and redefine the qualities that mobile media bear in socially
contested fields. They are constantly testing borders. Acts of self-censorship,
such as switching off the mobile during meetings or using code words, are not
deliberately chosen means but responses to scenarios of threat and, as such,
part of a specific mobile-media rationality that informs subjectivation. Liberal governmental subjectivation then provokes its counter-subjectivation:
switching off the phone is the most drastic activity an individual can engage
in. Stopping the flow of information, connectivity, and reachability echoes
the blockage invoked by sovereign rule.
As surveillance is a one-way, asymmetric, and opaque operation, fear and
paranoia are governmental factors in this rationality. This is the reason that
it is promising to elaborate on the subjectivities produced in these contested
fields and speculate on the role of mobile media—beyond the ideological
promise of unlimited communication and access—as direct propagators of
freedom, wealth, and democracy. The iPhone can be understood as a governmental supersymbol because it was one of the first mobiles that provided
a constant stream of information, the large-scale integration of e-mail, chat,
Twitter, Facebook, and other social media in one device. But in protest cultures and well-organized resistance, such factors are regarded with ambivalence at best. The interviewees all have expressed their general discomfort
about this 24/7 online setting not because it is not useful but rather because
the liberal promise of mobile media lost its plausibility once the illiberal or
sovereign mode of mobile media has been experienced firsthand.

Conclusion
As the iPhone is sealed off more than other phones for software distribution, it fails to become a phone of interest for developers of protest software,
who are driven by a noncommercial spirit. People who have experienced the
dark side of mobile media are naturally interested in minimal data traces.
The iPhone stands in opposition to minimal data traces since by default it
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sends out regular valid and precise position and communication act details
on a scale that no state legislation demands. For instance, a common activist
practice is to remove a phone’s battery to ensure no microphones or cameras
can be activated. The iPhone does not even allow the user to do this without
loss of warranty. Considering costs, the closed source, centralized software
channels, and the lack of any feature that makes it particularly more useful
than other phones, the iPhone’s irrelevance in protests becomes evident. The
iPhone is not a tool deliberately chosen by activists and social movements.
While the iPhone occasionally is present where protests happen, more often
than not it is rejected by activists in favor of other mobile media devices.

N OT ES
1. Throughout the article, the term “mobile media” is used for any highly portable device capable of wireless communications. The term “smartphone” implies a
difference from other phones that can not be justified by technology alone. Thus, the
evidence transported in the term “smart-” blurs what the device is actually used for
and what this practice adds up to. Using the term “mobile media” instead of “smartphone,” and resisting the lures of ever-newer technologies, is an attempt to avoid both
rosy delusions about technology, on the one hand, and technological determinism,
on the other.
2. See “Vodafone Egypt Statement,” 27 January 2011, http://www.vodafone.com/
content/index/press.html (15 February 2011).
3. DRM stands for “digital rights management,” and its goal is corporate control
over content and applications for computing devices, mainly in the realm of intellectual property enforcement and thus the reinstallation of the regime on analog media circulation. Although historically DRM refers to different strategic technologies,
Apple’s regime implements DRM both conceptually and in practical effect. Jailbreaking the iPhone might be a possible solution for circumvention, but this is considered
a breach of warranty and thus the iPhone cannot be described in the same manner as
Android.
4. “Yossarian,” interview by the author, London, 6 April 2009.
5. Nathan Freitas, interview by the author, New York City, 12 August 2009.
6. Daniel Kahn Gillmor, interview by the author, New York City, 11 August 2009.
7. “Startx,” interview by the author, London, 6 April 2009.
8. “Blax,” interview by the author, Oaxaca, 2 September 2009.
9. “Roberto,” interview by the author, São Paulo, 30 July 2009.
10. “Olinca,” interview by the author, Mexico City, 1 September 2009.
11. Hamid Zaman, interview by the author, Lahore, 27 October 2009.
12. “Mr. Khan,” interview by the author, Lahore, 27 October 2009.
13. “ManasaSarovara,” interview by the author, Bangalore, 14 October 2009. Two
thousand rupees is approximate forty U.S. dollars.
14. Madhuresh Kumar, interview by the author, Delhi, 17 October 2009.
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I Phone, I Learn
A N N E BA LSA M O

F

wheel of the first iPods to the touch-sensitive screens
of the iPads, Apple has redefined the way we communicate with our devices. As Steve Jobs, CEO of Apple, has made clear in several interviews,
the company’s approach to design was never simply about the look of the
device; it was about how the devices worked. This concern with the “how” extends well beyond the domain of device affordances into the realm of “how”
the devices are woven into the lifestyles of intended users and consumers.
With the iPhone, Apple launched a product that is implicated within a matrix
of cultural changes that concern not simply how we communicate but also
how we live, play, affiliate, work, and learn in a digital age.
These changes—spread across domains—rest on a reconfigured relationship between bodies and devices. Where is the interface—that liminal place—
between my phone and myself? Just as I know my hand to be a part of myself,
so, too, I behold my iPhone. Where the Web made the multiplication of
spaces a function of my ten-fingered hands—keyboarding and clicking—the
iPhone requires only one or at most two fingers to move between spaces of
the ear, the voice, the eye, and the mind. Like the iPod before it, the iPhone
has become an icon of the smart device that presents the user not simply with
a GUI (graphical user interface) but more tellingly with a NUI (a natural user
interface) that privileges touch, gesture, and voice recognition. I incorporate
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it as a prosthetic extension of my corporeal being. Not merely an extension
of my ear, as McLuhan would have argued, it is me. My body/myself—my
iPhone/myself. I become the cyborg I always wanted to be.

Me and My iPhone
I grew up in an age of designer phones available in different colors to complement the décor of every room. Thus, I was generationally prepared to welcome the iPhone as a prosthetic device that would subtly but surely reconfigure my corporeal sense networks. Tumors might form, we hear, from the
low level microwaves used to send and receive signals. Nonetheless, I keep
my iPhone near me at all times, reluctantly letting go only in the presence
of transportation security scanners or the shower. I am exceedingly anxious
when it is out of my sight.1 I wear it more frequently than I wear my corrective eyeglasses. In many senses, the iPhone is the first ubiquitous wearable computational device. While it is true that all mobile phones could be
considered prototypes of wearable computing, the iPhone, coupled with the
wide-scale interest in the development of IOS apps, made it the platform of
choice for wearable prototypes. As early as 2008, developers were exploring
ways to attach the device to a set of glass frames to produce a rudimentary
version of virtual reality goggles.2 In the time since, the use of eyeglass frames
has been set aside in favor of the development of applications that allow an
iPhone user to access augmented-reality experiences. We finally understand,
perhaps, that we don’t need to “wear” the iPhone on the bridge of our noses
for it to be wearable. We see with it in the palm of our hand.
My usage history maps my imagination and announces at every turn that I
“was here” and “here” and “here.” My iPhone always knows where I am, even
when I don’t. Even when no one can find me, the information I seek always
does. These personal geographies mean that I am always potentially at home
in the world. I can never be lost—even when my signal drops, my phone
still functions as a homing beacon. Moreover, my iPhone use testifies to the
productivity of consumption as the active appropriation of signs, symbols,
and codes. In using it, I insert myself into the flow of media, images, voices,
sounds, and data from which I activate an elaborate, media-rich communication network where all sorts of transactions take place that have as their
common objective the compulsive reproduction of symbolic plentitude. My
iPhone is a personalized read/write culture machine.
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From that symbolic plentitude, I assemble a sense of self, aggregated from
the bits and pieces I retrieve from various media flows. In so doing, I participate in what Manuel Castell describes as “mass self-communication”3—the
one-to-many communication modality that floods network traffic. But what
I communicate is not a preassembled “self” but rather my self that is itself an
assemblage of my travels through various networks. Like the Internet more
broadly, the media flows I access with my iPhone are discontinuous narrative
spaces. My assembled self provides a weak narrative framework for my travels through these virtual flows. But interestingly, as I leave traces of myself
wherever I go in the form of passwords, purchases, downloads, texts, tweets,
images, and end-user license agreements signed but not read, these traces are
fed back to me in subsequent sessions in the form of personalized advertisements for what I once went looking for. My desires are mirrored back to me
with uncanny precision. My self-in-formation is fixed by the way the network
writes over me.
The entire purpose of the iPhone is, hence, to reflect me back to myself.
As a looking glass onto my digitally distributed self, it mirrors to me my favorites, my friends, my landscapes, my adventures, my comforts, my hopes,
my world that I have molded to perfectly suit me. As the key interface for
my BAN (body area network), it ensures my preferred interaction style is
always at hand.4 Its presence comforts me, not only because of the connection information it archives of my contacts but also because it has become my
most intimate personal digital companion. It is more consistently present for
me and with me than any human could ever be. It amuses me, informs me,
reassures me, educates me, surprises me, hijacks me, soothes me, angers me,
delights me, amplifies me, connects me, reflects me. As a device, it is the ideal
techno-embodiment of the perfect mother.
This ideal has animated the imagination of science fiction writers for
decades. One of the most evocative narratives to explore the promises and
consequences of such a technology was conjured by Neal Stephenson in his
novel, The Diamond Age (1995). In the year the novel was published, DVDs
had just been invented, Google had just launched the beta version of its famous search site, and the first e-book readers were still three years from market. Manifesting the prescience that makes him one of the most fascinating
twenty-first-century science fiction authors, Stephenson invents a technology
called “The Young Lady’s Illustrated Primer,” which looks like a standard
book but isn’t, of course. The Primer is a piece of advanced nanotechnology
that uses interactive paper to create a book with special properties: through a
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process of imprinting, the book bonds with its owner/reader to serve her as a
lifelong, individually attuned learning portal.
‘As we discussed, it sees and hears everything in its vicinity,’ Hackworth
said. ‘At the moment, it’s looking for a small female. As soon as a little girl
picks it up and opens the front cover for the first time, it will imprint that
child’s face and voice into its memory.’
‘And thenceforth it will see all events and persons in relation to that
girl, using her as a datum from which to chart a psychological terrain, as it
were. Maintenance of that terrain is one of the book’s primary processes.
Whenever the child uses the book, then, it will perform a sort of dynamic
mapping from the database onto her particular terrain.’
‘The Illustrated Primer is an extremely general and powerful system capable of more extensive self-reconfiguration than most. Remember that a
fundamental part of its job is to respond to its environment.’

As is typical for science-fictional devices, the wonders of the Primer are
many. As envisioned by the main character, the Primer was created for use as
an educational device for young boys and girls starting at the age of four. Indeed, for Nell, the beleaguered young girl character who receives a purloined
Primer as a consequence of her brother’s petty theft, the book proves to be
life transforming. She learns over time that the Primer will help her learn:
“She did not know all the words, but she knew a lot of them, and when she
got tired, the book would help her sound out the words or even read the
whole story to her, or tell it to her with moving pictures just like a cine.” The
fables narrated by the book change over time, providing Nell with important
lessons about deception, self-defense, and justice.
We eventually discover that the Primer is actually a mixed-reality device
that makes use of the services of anonymous “ractors”—people who work as
paid actors who perform voiceovers and provide synchronous vocal instruction for digital applications. Miranda, the ractor for Nell’s Primer narrates
life lessons pitched perfectly for Nell’s stage of development. What begins as
a set of media-rich fairytales (revolving around Princess Nell and her magical
companions) evolve into a set of dynamic virtual adventures (all narrated by
Miranda) designed to teach Nell everything she needs to know to survive in
her increasingly violent and hostile world. Over the course of the novel Miranda’s and Nell’s fates become intertwined as the Primer serves not only as
a learning platform but also as an object of affiliation for the two characters.
“ ‘The woman you seek is named Miranda,’ he said. All thoughts of crowns,
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queens, and armies seemed to vanish from Nell’s mind, and she was just a
young lady again, looking for what? Her mother? Her teacher? Her friend?”5
And indeed, at the end of the novel, the characters meet for the first time when
Nell saves Miranda’s life by designing a new nanotechnology that counteracts
the devastation wrought by blood-based nanomotes that infect her.
As much as it is an entertaining work of science fiction, The Diamond Age,
is an evocative fable about learning in a digital age. The Primer encompasses
key features we yearn for in new learning devices: network access, configurable data delivery, customizable information aggregation, imaginative expansion capacity (that grows along with the user), and a recommender system
to connect the user with other people (known or not) who have something
to teach. If we squint, we see these specifications evident in our most sophisticated smartphones. For everything that it is—wearable computer, mirror of
myself, techno-mother—the iPhone also signals the development of a new
platform for learning in a digital age.
Learning designers and educational technologists are using smartphones
and other mobile technologies in different ways. Some are building educational activities specifically designed to expand the range of phone users. For
example, the Madrid-based company BabySkool creates iPhone and iPad applications to teach young children (infants to five-year-olds) basic language
skills; in spring 2010 they released a new app called My First Words in Spanish.6 Such efforts to build programs for young children have led critics to ask
if the development of mobile learning applications isn’t really a marketing
ploy designed to grow the consumer base of the future.7 These critics notwithstanding, the promise that excites educators and designers is the use of
smartphones as an ubiquitous interaction device that could transform the
physical world into a space of annotated exhibits by enabling users to access
information embedded in physical environments. Whether as mobile classroom or ubiquitous joystick, many educators are betting on the iPhone and
other mobile devices to reawaken wonder in technologically jaded students
by designing learning activities to open eyes and ears to the scenes all around
us that have something to teach.

Learning on the Go
Not only does the iPhone allow access to digitally augmented spaces, but the
multiplication of spaces in my hand is the iPhone’s magnum opus. This has
a profound impact on the place of learning. Since the advent of the World
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Wide Web, the physical place of school has given way to a proliferation of
online educational places that represent entirely new spaces for learning. For
many young people, school is no longer bound to a brick and mortar building: it is better understood as a distributed learning ecology.8 With the use of
such smartphones, students traverse these learning spaces while they simultaneously traverse geographic spaces as well. No longer do they need physical
access points; the infrastructure of learning on the go includes the digital connections among physical places, virtual environments, and mobile practices
of access and interaction.
Michel de Certeau once made a poetic distinction between “space” and
“place” when he stated that “a space is a practiced place.”9 A place has stable
boundaries and a fixed location; a space is created in time through actions
and practices. In this sense, school is a place, and learning is a spatial practice.
This insight is not merely theoretical. It captures something important about
the nature of learning in a digital age. Outfitted with their smartphones, as
young people physically travel from home to school then on to after-school
programs, they may have also virtually traveled through a dozen other learning sites: online virtual environments (such as Whyville), social networking
sites (Facebook), and cultural portals (Youth2Youth).10 For all their differences in actual access to technology and tools, the spaces of learning have
multiplied for this generational cohort, and the movement among them has
become seamless, a matter of clicks rather than the transport of bodies by
school buses.
Memes are cultural concepts that circulate through media of communication: verbally (through language), physically (through bodily habits and
fashion), and technologically (through symbols and codes). As a meme machine, the iPhone enables the wide circulation and rapid dissemination of
cultural genetic material. Members of the born-digital generation understand
themselves as just-in-time learners, confident that when they need to know
something they’ll know where to find it. These young people understand how
to mine their networks, both digital and social, for their information needs.
Many of them treat their affiliation networks as informal Delphi groups (a
structured communication technique relying on a panel of experts.) The statistical phenomenon of Delphi groups demonstrates that even when each
person does not know a factual piece of information, the aggregate mapping
of responses from group members tends to cluster around the correct answer.
For these youth, the process of thinking now routinely—and in some cases,
exclusively—relies on social-network navigation. As they navigate intersecting digital networks, they are exposed to different learning communities:
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those of peers, popular pundits, parents, media shills, and formal educators.
Each community offers different data sets: opinions, recommendations, enticements, and requirements. In short, data mining from different information sources and media flows has become a crucial component of learning in
a digital age.
But memes are not memories, and culture is not the simple accumulation
of data, tweets, or links. Data do not equate to knowledge, and knowledge
does not equate to insight. What is required to transform data mining into
insight is the creation of learning activities that structure pattern recognition.
The ability to apprehend patterns among data and to construct narratives that
provide context for the meaning of memes results in the creation of knowledge and insight. Exploring this concern has resulted in the development
of location-based learning applications that use the iPhone’s connection to
the global positioning system to provide the context for a specific activity.
While museums have been at the forefront of the use of location-based applications for the purposes of informal learning, the idea of using smartphones
as an interface for context-specific learning activities has generated considerable enthusiasm among educators.11 The idea is to explore the concept of
“situated learning” by bringing learning activities to students as they venture
forth from classroom into broader environments. While the enthusiasm is
high, as of late 2010 there are few examples of situated learning applications
to review.12 But things are moving swiftly. For example, in October 2010,
the GLS Mobile Learning Team (at the University of Wisconsin–Madison)
released the Augmented Reality and Interactive Storytelling application for
the iPhone. ARIS is an open-source tool that enables learning designers “to
create location-based educational games, stories, tours and data collection
activities for place based learning curriculum and mobile citizen science projects.”13 One of the activities created with ARIS, called Dow Day, allows middle-school students to view “situated” video footage of Vietnam War protests
that took place on the University of Wisconsin campus. As they walk through
the current campus landscape they can see the historical footage overlaid onto
the view of the current scene. With tools such as ARIS now available, the situation is ripe for the development of a rich array of situated-learning activities.

Building Learning
Benjamin Bratton has argued that the iPhone is unique not because it is the
best or the first mobile communication device but because it is “the first to

C5870.indb 257

1/30/12 1:24 PM

258

Mobile Lives

put it all together in a way that changes how a critical mass of consumers
could envision a new genre of computing: interaction in the wild.” The wild,
in Bratton’s view is the digital city, which is best understood as “a shared nervous system” whose membranes have been breeched by the proliferation of
digital information networks.
The foremost infrastructural projects of our generation have been the planetary proliferation of digital information networks, and now another moves
that infrastructure from an embedded sous-terrestrial network to a pervasive
in-hand circuit of body and information cloud. Computation evolves from
a rare, expensive national asset to a cheap ubiquitous vapor. That stream’s
orifice is the handheld phone, PDA, homing beacon, Geiger counter, magic
antenna, virtual goggles, scanning X-ray filter, field recording microphone,
and camera that makes hidden wisdom appear; the device becomes a window onto the hidden layers of data held in or about the user’s immediate
environment.14
As Bratton goes on to elaborate, the iPhone—as the trendiest version of
the phone as “orifice”—made interaction with locative media an everyday reality for city dwellers. While his concern is the implication of this technocultural development for architects and urban environment designers, others are
exploring a wider range of applications that imagine new sorts of interactions
between residents and buildings equipped with dense, computational sensor
nets. In these experiments, it is not simply that the user or student learns
from a computationally rich “situated” place but that the place itself learns as
well. These learning activities make use of the mobile devices to collaborate
on the creation of knowledge not simply with other users/students (who may
be physically present or not) but also with elements in the built environment.
Applications such as Google Maps, Flickr’s Geo-Tagged images, and even
Twitter are part of the mobile ecology that enable cocreation and the sharing of knowledge among people who are distant from one another in both
time and place. Users enjoy instant access to a vast accumulation of data and
distributed intelligence regardless of their time or their place. To date, museums have been among the first cultural institutions to actively engage in the
use and development of new tools and platforms that make use of mobile
devices for educational purposes. For example, our recent research on “the
distributed museum” itemizes the innovative ways that public museums and
libraries in the United States have embraced mobile media practices.15 These
institutions are using technologies of mobility not only to connect to new
audiences (the “born-digital” generation, for example) but also to extend the
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time and place of the museum itself. These mobile experiences have moved
beyond the use of the traditional handheld audio guide to feature cell phone
tours that include not simply audio but also image-based annotations. For
example, the Walker Art Center in Minneapolis, Minnesota, offers a program
titled Art on Call. When visitors dial a central number, they hear multiple
voices offering interpretations of the artwork on display. Not only does the
curator have a say, but so do visitors who can leave audio comments. Because
the Walker Art Center also sponsors several public art installations and events
throughout the city of Minneapolis, the Art on Call program also enables art
visitors to connect to the museum from remote locations. In this way, the
reach of the museum is extended beyond its brick and mortar buildings into
the spaces of the city itself.
The use of mobile media for informal education offers important insights
for the use of such devices for formal education as well. At the very least, these
programs and experiences suggest the rich possibilities of actively engaging
the user/visitor/learner in the creation of content not simply for the purposes
of demonstrating “learning” (for the teacher or instructor) but also, and more
interestingly, for the benefit of other learners. But perhaps one of the more
intriguing vectors to explore based on these experiments in the use of mobile
media for informal learning is the idea of learning on the go. Here we are
encouraged to think creatively about how learning happens in and through
the engagement with distributed networks of mobile computational devices.
If the original tag line for the iPod promised “a thousand songs, in your
pocket,” a kinship tagline for the iPhone might suggest “a million stories,
in your hand.” This sentiment is evident in a project by the Mobile Environmental and Media Lab at the University of Southern California called
the Million-Story Building. Led by Scott Fisher, MEML explores the development of location-specific spatial storytelling. The Million Story Building
project uses the iPhone to interact with a campus building to experiment
with the notion of “ambient storytelling.” Through the use of the iPhone
application, building visitors and residents are immersed in “an emergent,
responsive environment of collaborative storytelling.” The experience is designed to encourage building inhabitants to develop a relationship with the
built space. The building used in the project houses the USC School of Cinematic Arts; on its walls are dozens of posters from films that have involved
USC students. The MEML research team created an activity called Movie
Tagger that invites users to tag movie clips. Next to each film poster is a QR
(quick response) code. When a user scans the QRC, the Movie Tagger ap-
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plication not only provides information about the film (and the alum’s role in
its production) but also engages the user by asking her to tag a clip from the
film (displayed on a nearby screen). If the user agrees, Movie Tagger guides
the user to the screen and prompts further input.
Additionally, as inhabitants begin to interact with the building and provide the requested information, a digital archive of all the collected videos,
images, tagged movie clips, and other data is created. The resulting database
will be useful to the School of Cinematic Arts not only as a way of developing
a living history of the new building but also as a tool to harvest the collective
expertise of the building’s inhabitants for the purposes of enhanced pedagogy. For example, as more movie clips are collaboratively tagged, professors
and students will be able to access the database simply by using keywords to
retrieve film clips: every classroom becomes an on-demand film library and
archive.16
This project takes advantage of the sensor nets embedded in the building and the unique character of the learning environment: as home to the
School of Cinematic Arts, the building is occupied by many knowledgeable
film students and professors. The result is an enduring relationship between
inhabitants and objects in the built environment, where each encounter contributes to the evolution of an unfolding story of learning and collaborative
knowledge making. This discipline- and building-specific approach to crowdsourcing makes it a practice of everyday life lived within a media-rich and
responsive architectural environment. As an example of interactive architecture, the project suggests that learning on the go is not simply about information acquisition but, more importantly, about contributing to the stories that
make the built world meaningful.
The Million Story Building project is only one of several early experiments in creating new learning experiences using the affordances of emergent networks of mobile media. Interest in this topic is exploding in the
United States. A new (2011) open-scholarship project called Learning
Through Digital Media: Essays on Technology and Pedagogy, edited by Trebor
Scholz, offers a online collection of essays that considers the learning opportunities of a wide range of new media, ranging from blogging applications
such as Wordpress to the use of Second Life, Tumblr, and YouTube.17 This
project enacts its own mission—readers are invited to comment on drafts of
each of the essays. The results of these online asynchronous conversations
will be disseminated under a Creative Commons license as a printed book
and free download for various e-readers. Taken together, the essays perform
a collaborative assessment of the learning affordances of new digital media.
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While the iPhone is not the privileged object of these analyses, it certainly
maintains a central position within the learning ecology created through the
use of new digital media.

Living the Singularity
Just as the iPhone has emerged as the first ubiquitous wearable computer,
Twitter might be reasonably anointed as its most stylish accessory. Communication in the twenty-first century is seamless, informal, and immediate;
microblogging is the genre of choice. Life now is a series of 140-character
Twitter moments. A minor earthquake in northern California may go unnoticed physically but not socially. David Talbot reported that after a January 7,
2010, earthquake, the Twitter website recorded “quake related tidbits coursing through the company’s servers at the rate of 296 per minute.”
In the first seconds and minutes after the quake, anyone tapping ‘earthquake Mountain View’ (or the name of any other nearby municipality) into
Google’s search field found that the only hits pertaining to the new quake
were . . . tweets. While the Google results page included direct information
feeds from the U.S. Geological Survey and a slick Google Maps display
of recent tremblors [sic], none reflected the latest event. Official USCGconfirmed data on the quake wouldn’t shop [sic] up until 10:20 am [ten
minutes after the quake]. But at 10:12 am, the sixth-highest search return
was a rolling scroll of tweets posted ‘seconds ago’: ‘Wow, that was an earthquake jolt in Mountain View!’.18

Taken together, the iPhone and Twitter are the killer apps of the “singularity.” The term “singularity” was popularized by science fiction author Vernor
Vinge to describe a time when the pace of technological change outstrips
not only our human capacity to apprehend the transformation but also to
do anything about it. Theorists react in different ways to the notion and its
implications in a networked society. Pessimists fear the day the machines and
the networks they form turn against us; optimists focus on the development
of the network as a superhuman form of intelligence. Common to most visions of the singularity is the belief that human intelligence is undergoing
a profound transformation as our interactions with networked cybernetic
systems get more complex and extensive. The most hopeful version asserts
that the consequence of networked human-machine encounters will result in
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the explosion and expansion of human intelligence. Intelligent amplification,
rather than artificial intelligence, is the promise of the singularity.
This vision is well represented among those who see the iPhone as the
technological (and stylish) extension of the human body. Few (if any) commentators lament the unplugged “natural” body. The iPhone-augmented
body has been thoroughly naturalized; it frames the vision of how things will
and should unfold in the future. Five years ago, campaigns to develop computer-based education were met with severe criticism based on the uneven
distribution of computer access. These criticisms have all but disappeared in
the discussions about the future of mobile learning applications. With more
than 5 billion mobile-phone subscribers on the planet, including two billion
who live in developing countries, the issue of access doesn’t hold the same
rhetorical sway it once did. The meaning of the term “digital divide” must
be reconsidered. Given the ubiquity of mobile-phone use and the increasing interest in the development of educational applications and platforms the
diagnosis of the structure of (persistent) disempowerment cannot be based
solely on a reading of the availability (or not) of technology. While this issue is beyond the scope of this essay, suffice it to say that the cultural and
political implications of technological access across the globe have changed
significantly with the proliferation of mobile media. This is not to say that the
use of mobile devices is without a downside: all technologies have multiple
and contradictory consequences. The challenge is how to imagine the range
of these consequences while gripped by enthusiasm for augmenting positive
intentions and safeguarding others.
When considering the use of iPhones and other mobile devices as platforms for learning, I wonder about the logics of mobility that they foment.
As these devices enable network connections on the go, they promote a belief in unrestricted movement through space and time. But in light of the
tightening of national borders and the increasing surveillance of people in
the name of national security, the mobility offered by these devices is more
a characteristic of the information conveyed than of the people who use the
technologies. And this is what I worry about: that these devices will lure users
into believing that mobility is more available than it really is. This is what cultural critics might refer to as the ideological work of mobile technologies. By
providing an illusion of mobility, experienced as a user travels virtually from
site to site and portal to portal, these devices draw attention away from the
conditions and exercise of power through which the physical movements of
users in time and space are increasingly managed and curtailed. For all that is
promised by the advocates of these devices to make the world come alive as a
media-rich learning environment, they are also the means whereby individu-
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als can be tracked and tethered to a particular time and place. I raise this issue
at the end of this essay not to cast a pall over the promise of our new mobile
devices but to signal the ongoing paradox of our technological fascinations.
We love our devices; they comfort us, provide pleasure, structure our hopes
and aspirations. But at the same time, they are implicated in the ongoing
consolidation of power, the institutionalization of governmentality, and the
reproduction of inequality. The challenge for educators, tool/platform developers, and cultural critics is how to think complexly about the multiple and
contradictory meanings and possibilities of these objects of desire. They are
both/and. Even as I crave them as desirable consumer commodities—with all
that that implies ideologically—I also want them to serve the greater social
good: to augment learning, to enable access to collective intelligence, to sustain humane social networks. This is a lot to ask of a simple device. But as I
suggested in the beginning, this device is not all that simple. It is a part of me
and an extension of me. So in the end, what it accomplishes and what it fails
to do will be a matter of my will, my agency, and my creative performances.
This is what it means to be a cyborg in the twenty-first century.
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EULA, Codec, API
On the Opacity of Digital Culture

LA N E D E N I C O LA

I

virtues of speed and risk are among the hallmarks of modernity, complexity has reasonably been posed as another dimension of
that order. The everyday life of urban environments is awash in ever-greater
tides of information, and this is popularly recognized as an advantageous
firmament for civic participation and universal convenience. Yet at the same
time it is often experienced as a frustrating source of distraction or fragmentation, the sign of a problematic fascination with information at the expense
of knowledge. There is a growing understanding that the “power” of information technology is as much about its ability to judiciously filter out some
information streams, its ability to help us assimilate data and ease cognitive
load, as it is about accessing new streams and accruing greater quantities of
data. Powerful digital technologies, that is, are as much about selectivity as
they are about speed, capacity, or sensitivity. It is in the midst of that popular
recognition that the iPhone (and perhaps the Apple brand in general) has
emerged as an icon. The conventional wisdom that it “just works”—its interoperability and functional resilience, the intuitive design of its interface, its
visual and tactile harmonies—ameliorates a gnawing mass anxiety rooted in
complexity. A growing diversity of social and discursive terrains, it seems, are
just beyond the limits of our own cognitive limits, yet—if we are truly mod-
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erns, truly individuals engaged with our communities and the world—these
are the terrains we are compelled to inhabit.
It is all too easy, however, to omit from such phenomenological observations the more obscure components of the iPhone as not just an apparatus but an assemblage, a nexus of social, institutional, and material relations
“made concrete.” The physical artifact that is the iPhone itself is of course
worthless without, for example, the vast infrastructure of the Internet for
communications routing and media distribution. The iPhone’s use and cultural meaning is shaped not only by its interface design and form but by a dizzying constellation of material and immaterial technosocial amalgams: data
formats, compression algorithms, connection standards, network transfer
protocols, spectrum allocations, copyrights, proprietary standards, licensing
agreements, and so on. It is undoubtedly the common experience of its immanent surfaces that has catapulted the device into the stratosphere of popular consciousness, but what are we to make of these other dimensions of the
iPhone as a locus of apparatus, technique, culture, and law? What proportion
of the cost of the iPhone (real or effective, externalized or otherwise) is incurred not in the labor of its production and design or the raw materials of its
physical components but in its attendant “intangibles”—licenses, intellectual
property, storage capacity, and bandwidth? Does the widening gulf between
our pedestrian experience of such devices and their arcane “insides”—arguably, some of the very complexities they are designed to alleviate—warrant
analytic or political concern? Further, what is the cultural significance of this
“iceberg” quality, the fact that a growing proportion of our everyday experience is opaque to the casual observer, residing “beneath the surface” of lay
scrutiny and held fast within a dense technosocial matrix?

An Anthropological Consideration of the iPhone
This article considers these questions through what in many ways is a quite
traditional anthropological approach: an examination of “the Other,” that
is, the peripheralized or subordinated populations whose position within
some prevailing imaginary is defined largely in reference to the dominant
population. Adopting an approach in this fashion is unavoidably partial and
approximate, “anthropomorphizing” a technical system and attaching to it
certain conceptual “baggage” that risks clouding rather than clarifying. Yet
the advantages offered to an analysis of the iPhone are manifold. Within the
tradition, analytic acuity is gained through comparison, through a forced de-
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centering or reordering in which the “situated perspective” of the Other is at
least tentatively accorded the status of privileged insight. The “primitive,” the
colonized, or the disenfranchised become “experts,” key interlocutors who
have in some ways a deeper understanding of dominant cultures than the latter do of the former. In the case of the iPhone, a naïve metaphorical construction of such an Other might point to its principal competitors, those devices
from other manufacturers purporting similar features but arguably failing to
orchestrate them with quite the same potency (and empirically failing to garner equivalent market share or brand resonance).
This construction, however, misses the more incisive difference of the
“user” embedded in the design of such devices. Sherry Turkle has described
how since the early days of the “computer revolution” the term “transparency” underwent an illuminating transformation. In the now dominant
meaning of the term, a “transparent” device is one whose use is highly intuitive, employing an interface that rapidly disappears from our perception.1
In the earlier meaning of the term, a “transparent” device was one whose
inner workings were visible and accessible, a device amenable to functional
understanding and rapid appropriation. The iPhone is nothing if not an exemplar of “transparency” in the more recent sense—insofar as the vast bulk
of its hardware, software, and content is patented, trademarked, licensed, or
copyrighted as proprietary. Even the use of the term “iPhone” is provided its
own set of guidelines, backed by the regulatory grammar of trademark law.2
Beyond technically shallow customizations, many types of (technically quite
feasible) modifications that a user might desire would render the device’s
warranty or other attached agreements null and void. In some assessments,
this is the cost of “just working.” The design innovation and attention to
detail required to ensure such simplicity is compensated for by the revenue
generated from a deeply proprietary user-artifact relationship.
From the standpoint of material culture and the paradigm that “things
make people as much as people make things,”3 this dyadic concept of “transparency” provides a more useful basis on which to construct an Other that
reveals the “persons” presumed by the iPhone. If the iPhone is designed to
reduce the complexity or “opacity” of use, its Others would be designed instead to reduce the complexity or opacity of function, the barriers to causal
understanding and deep modification. Perhaps the most salient comparison
is to be found with the growing array of devices, systems, and services that
bear a strong functional similarity to those that constitute the iPhone but
distinguish themselves as being built on open source, open standards, open
content, and alternative licensing. The analysis entailed here begins with this
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exploratory stance in an effort to answer the questions of “occluded culture”
with which we began.4 In particular, I consider three artifacts of digital culture and their realization within the iPhone and its Others: the “end-user
licensing agreement,” or EULA; the coder-decoder, or “codec”; and the “application programming interface,” or API. Constituting wholly distinct facets
of the typical “digital multimedia device,” they serve to illustrate the social
and political relevance of the immaterial and the opaque.

EULA
Before the predominance of digital culture, when a person purchased a book
or a piece of recorded music, the first-hand experience of that purchase entailed the acquisition of a material commodity, the book itself, a long-playing
record album, a cassette tape, or even (in later years) a compact disc. While
the legal framework governing the use of this object by (for example) publishers or radio broadcasters bore noteworthy significance for their activities,
in the mind of the typical consumers they now “owned” that book or recording, and the uses to which they put it—sharing it, reading it aloud, reselling
it—were constrained principally by technical and economic feasibility. While
illegal copying or “bootlegging” during this period certainly occurred, low
reproduction quality and other limitations of the physical apparatus involved
made such practices comparatively uncommon. In the digital era, consumer
technologies for rapid, high-quality text and audiovisual reproduction are inexpensive, portable, and widely available. Moreover, the entrenchment of the
Internet as a common domestic utility has made global distribution available
to all, and, in many instances, it has virtually eliminated the artifactual component of book and music purchase. The same transformation can be noted
for software in its rapid transition from punch cards to magnetic tapes and so
on (though of course this occurred in the more esoteric environments of scientific and technical research laboratories rather than in the mass-consumer
market). When the “texts” that are the digital instantiations of such productions are downloaded directly from one hard disk to another, it is only a
highly abstracted numeric pattern that is exchanged.
Particularly within cultures that valorize the sharing of cultural productions, this presents something of a paradox to the average consumer. Lawrence Lessig has lucidly explained how “theft” as traditionally understood
is a problem less because it makes the stolen thing accessible to people who
have no right to it, than because it limits or eliminates access to that thing by
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its rightful owner.5 In the case of digital texts, even massive distribution of
illicit copies introduces no such constraints on the legitimate owner. Instead
(so the argument goes), it is the “theft” of prospective revenue that is at issue
in digital “piracy,” whether the profits of the producers, the distributors, the
marketers, or the authors or artists themselves. Yet so compelling was the
attachment between physical artifact and “reading/listening experience” that
the result of its recent erasure has yielded a social and economic calamity in
the eyes of such industry trade groups as the Recording Industry Association
of America, the Business Software Alliance, and the Entertainment Software
Association.
The “end-user licensing agreement,” or EULA, is an immaterial artifact
of digital culture that lies precisely at this juncture of commercial “producers,” individual users, and the state (through its regulatory capacities). When
today’s consumer purchases copyrighted software and digital content, they
do not acquire “rights of ownership” at all, whether to physical artifact or
numeric pattern. Instead they purchase a “license,” a legal agreement binding
the “licensor” and the purchaser and articulating what each party is thereby
entitled to do (and must not do). Enunciated in the arcane, hybridized language of legal and technical documents, the EULA is often first encountered
some time after software is purchased—a so-called contract of adhesion—and
presents as a lengthy page of inscrutable prose with a simple yes-or-no acceptance choice. Just as common is the conventional wisdom that no one actually reads the EULA and fewer understand its meaning or real-world impact.
As with credit card agreements, insurance policy declarations, and the vast
galaxy of banal textual forms moderns routinely encounter, the arcane text of
the EULA is experienced less as a text than as an obligatory, ritualized point
of passage that rhetorically positions the state as interlocutor between “user/
consumers” and “designer/producers.”

Codec
Digital content—particularly textual, graphic, or audiovisual content—can be
stored and displayed using a variety of techniques. Some of these techniques
are optimized for their display or replay fidelity; others offer advantages in
the storage capacity they require or the economy of their transfer over digital networks. Conventional wisdom among computer scientists has it that
in comparison with innovations in technological artifacts or their production
(microminiaturization, the capacity and throughput of storage media, the
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energy density of chemical batteries), innovations in computational technique
(e.g., algorithms for compression, graphical rendering, encryption, sorting)
have provided an order of magnitude greater increase in the capability of
information systems over the last four decades. It is these algorithms, in fact,
that are often at the heart of a given “technology.” For example, the Moving
Picture Experts Group standard Audio Layer 3 (typically referred to with the
more manageable “MP3”), whose industry ubiquity is illustrated in the use
of the term “MP3 player” to refer to portable digital music players in general,
is popularly understood first and foremost as a common file format for digital audio. It also comprises an audio “codec,” or coder-decoder, however, a
scheme for encoding and decoding an audiorecording by eliminating aural
components that are outside the perceptual range of the average human being. Industry standardization and other technosocial factors aside, the value
of this compression algorithm was that it dramatically increased the amount
of music that could feasibly be stored within the limited storage capacity of a
portable device. Similarly, the GIF (Graphics Interchange Format) and JPEG
(Joint Photographic Experts Group) so common today are not only data
formats but also image-compression algorithms. The less commonly known
RSA (after Rivest, Shamir, and Adleman, its inventors) is a cryptographic
algorithm that makes a significant portion of today’s financial transactions
over the Web possible.
The prevailing paradigm that algorithms—essentially recipes, techniques—can be “owned” as intellectual property has a convoluted history
and has not been without its detractors. Important in that discussion is the
distinction between algorithms and software. Software straddles a conceptual line between text and machine, disrupting the ontology that allowed
copyright law and patent law to remain distinct. Yet algorithms are more
abstract than either in that a single algorithm can have many distinct “implementations” in code or mechanism. If software is akin to a “text” written in
code, algorithms are more akin to a “plot” or “character,” representable as
a mathematical or logical procedure. Even some proponents of software as
intellectual property question the legitimacy of algorithmic ownership, and
while the algorithms of RSA and JPEG are now within the public domain,
those of MP3 and GIF remain patented as of this writing (and all have been
involved in protracted corporate litigations).
In key ways the codec is the bridge between digital artifact (data, a file)
and human experience (of a song, a photo, an exchange).6 Without the codec,
data are essentially inert. Typically, when a consumer purchases a communications or multimedia device such as the iPhone, a portion of the cost to the
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consumer covers the licensing fees paid by the manufacturer to the patent
holder of every algorithm that the device employs. If the iOS, for example
(the iPhone’s operating system), is capable of reading, writing, and playing/
displaying MP3s or GIFs, the software developer is legally required to have
purchased a license to have it do so. The effect of this mandate is that the
consumer may well have to pay for the content he or she acquires (music,
e-books, feature films), but that transaction does not necessarily include the
experience of that content. The techniques he or she needs to employ in order
to listen to, read, or watch the purchased content entail a separate commercial
transaction. In a growing array of examples, in fact, commercial models of
“ownership” are giving way entirely to models centered on the consumption of “experience.” Streaming media services such as Spotify, for instance,
permit the purchase of advertising-free listening time. Rather than purchasing a song or album (in material or immaterial form), consumers purchase a
predetermined amount of time during which they have access to the entirety
of the vast online library of music. For my purposes here, the question this
yields might be framed as follows: How are people’s practices and posture toward cultural forms such as songs, novels, and films—practices including the
production, expression, and exchange of those cultural forms—transformed
under this shift from commodity ownership to commodified experience?

API
A significant proportion of consumer-level software is not organized as a
single monolithic text but takes the form of bundled “libraries” of preexisting components with specialized functions, stitched together for a specific
application. Ideally, these libraries are highly modularized, focused on a welldefined set of tasks (e.g., the reading, manipulation, and writing of JPEG
files, or communication with other proximate devices using the Bluetooth
wireless standard). It may be that these get manipulated or interacted with
by the average consumer as a single piece of “software” (when an update is
performed, say, or a fresh installation is attempted), but to those interested
in modification or new development, access to this software as a bundle of
libraries is typically of much greater utility. Well-organized software libraries
represent the “wheels” that the programmer need not reinvent, and without
them the task of software development would entail a significantly greater
complexity and effort. While software may be “commercial” or “free” (conventionally meaning “sold for a fee” or “free of charge”), it can also be “pro-
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prietary” or “open source.” In the former (proprietary) case, software is sold
as a “black box,” an “executable” file that performs valuable functions but
whose internals are not easily accessible by a person, while in the latter case
the source code for the software is published publicly in human-readable format (and sometimes distributed along with the executable versions). All permutations of these are possible; both commercial and free software may be
either proprietary or open source.
In order to capitalize on software libraries, to suture them together in novel
and useful ways, the programmer must be able to “call upon” the functions
they provide from within his or her own code. This interface between new
code under development and the prefabricated code of libraries is generically
known as an “application programming interface,” or API. In a sense the API
is quite similar to the “user interface” that software users are so familiar with,
with the difference that instead of mapping the gestures and actions of the
user to specific functions, the API maps the calls and output of the programmer’s code to the specific functions of the library. Further, just as a user interface may require documentation explaining its use, the API for a given library
must be documented in order for a programmer to make substantive use of it.
Such documentation typically includes the library’s ontological framing, the
precise names of specific functions, the inputs they require and outputs they
provide, and perhaps a synopsis of the more complex techniques they employ. Often this documentation is provided with the library itself, and both
may be included as components of a “software development kit,” or SDK.
This is the pedestrian reality of a programmer’s interface with software,
but what is its relevance to the typical user? Certainly the libraries folded into
a piece of software (and as a corollary the code itself) are unlikely to be of any
interest whatsoever to the majority of its users; it is in fact the “black-boxing”
of such details that in large part they are willing to pay for. To a degree, however, it is the very dichotomization of designer and user that is at issue, the
inculcation of a paradigm that entrenches or even intensifies the two populations as necessarily distinct. Such a paradigm forecloses the possibility that
even a quite large population of individual users could draw on the expertise
of a tiny minority within their own numbers—interaction is constrained to
the commercial. More incisively, a dichotomized paradigm of this sort naturalizes the idea that access to mechanism is entirely distinct from ownership of
that mechanism. Our rights to the software we buy and our consumption of
that software in no way entail access to or modification of its internals, even
if we do care about such things and have the requisite programming skills.
As a consumer, within this paradigm we are given rights only to the effects of

C5870.indb 272

1/30/12 1:24 PM

EULA, Codec, API

273

software, not to the software itself. Often programmers (both professional
and amateur) will praise the release of the API for a given application, and
this is primarily because it allows them to incorporate a generically useful
set of functions into applications of their own design. Many of the services
offered by Google, for example, including their premier Web search service,
have a publicly documented API available at no cost. While not every user is a
software developer, everyone could be. This is less a philosophical dichotomy
than a spectrum of attitudes toward the user/designer (and consumer/producer) relationship.

Others of the iPhone
It is useful at this point to consider more specifically the iPhone and some
of its Others as resolved through the lens of the EULA, the codec, and the
API as cultural phenomena. As mentioned above, the operating system for
the iPhone is iOS, which incorporates some open-source components but
as a package is itself proprietary and covered by an Apple-specific EULA.
Android, in contrast, is a mobile operating system derived from Linux (a
popular open-source operating system), developed independently at first but
purchased by Google in 2005. Currently the best-selling mobile operating
system worldwide, Android is open source and covered by the Apache Software Foundation’s free software license. Many aspects of the iPhone’s interface are designed (unsurprisingly) to steer consumers of software and multimedia toward Apple’s App Store and iTunes Store. Taken as a whole, these
online marketplaces are dazzling in their speed and simplicity and the fluidity
of their interfaces, and copyrighted content, digital rights management, and
proprietary EULAs and codecs are de rigueur.
By contrast, Android steers consumers toward the Android Market for
software, but for music, films, games, and so on it is comparatively agnostic. Online music sources that foreground alternative licensing models and
public-domain materials (e.g. Jamendo, Magnatune, the Internet Archive)
are no more or less occluded than the iTunes Store. In terms of the operating
systems themselves, originally only Apple developers and their contractors
could modify or develop new software for the iPhone, but since late 2007 an
SDK with a documented API has been available for anyone who wishes to
develop applications or “apps” for the iPhone (though the source code for
iOS remains unavailable). The full body of Android’s source code, on the
other hand, has been available online since 2007 and is backed by the Open
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Handset Alliance, a consortium of more than seventy telecom companies
with an interest in the promotion of open standards for mobile devices.
While the concept of “open source” has begun to slip into vernacular usage (sometimes erroneously), the same principles can be applied to hardware
as easily as software: the adoption of open standards, the easy availability
of interface documentation, the virtuous coding of “accessibility,” and a design philosophy centered on repurposing and appropriation by users are all
characteristic of “open” hardware. The Neo FreeRunner is an illustrative case
and perhaps the quintessential iPhone Other. Developed under the Openmoko project (another Linux-derived smartphone operating system) and
built by the Taiwanese computer manufacturer FIC, the Neo FreeRunner
is a touch-screen smartphone with many of the same basic functions of the
iPhone but designed around full user access. Buyers receive the device itself,
which can be opened and probed using standard electronic test equipment.
A specialized “debug board” is available for more detailed modifications and
troubleshooting. Schematic diagrams for its electronics are publicly available,
and it can run a variety of operating systems (including Android and other
Linux-variants). While highly experimental, the FreeRunner has been commercially available in the United States since 2008, and a community of hackers/phreaks has adopted it as an exemplar of fully open devices that nonetheless offer significant commercial opportunities.7

Conclusions
A number of open-source advocates and hacking observers have suggested
that “DIY culture” and technosocial movements such as Students for Free
Culture have been catalyzed in recent years by the proliferation of inexpensive
video-production capability and the ubiquity of the Internet and vernacular
media forms and forums. Some perceive the phenomenon as a simple outgrowth of frugality, individualism, domesticity, and the availability of leisure
time among an expanding middle class. A subset of those communities, however, purport an explicitly political dimension to their activities, perceiving
DIY culture and related phenomena as a collective response to corporate malfeasance, the prioritization of short-term profit over sustainability in design,
highly centralized media control, and the broadly proprietary colonization of
a cultural landscape rightfully held in common. Take, for example, an article
published in Make magazine, a periodical devoted to tinkering and DIY and
published both in print and online. The article, “Owner’s Manifesto,” sug-
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gests abstractly that “if you can’t open it, you don’t own it” and outlines “a
Maker’s Bill of Rights to accessible, extensive, and repairable hardware”:
Meaningful and specific parts lists shall be included.
Cases shall be easy to open.
Batteries should be replaceable.
Special tools are allowed only for darn good reasons.
Profiting by selling expensive special tools is wrong and not making
special tools available is even worse.
Torx is OK; tamperproof is rarely OK.
Components, not entire sub-assemblies, shall be replaceable.
Consumables, like fuses and filters, shall be easy to access.
Circuit boards shall be commented.
Power from USB is good; power from proprietary power adapters
is bad.
Standard connecters shall have pinouts defined.
If it snaps shut, it shall snap open.
Screws better than glues.
Docs and drivers shall have permalinks and shall reside for all perpetuity
at archive.org.
Ease of repair shall be a design ideal, not an afterthought.
Metric or standard, not both.
Schematics shall be included.8

This has since become something of a slogan for this loose federation of makers, routinely echoed on websites, e-mail signatures, and t-shirts. Of most
significance here is the explicit disruption it represents to the prevalent norm
that when we purchase a device, we are purchasing only access to its “surfaces,” a transient experience of use divorced from either internal mechanism
or the particulars of production. In many ways this parallels the historical
shift in automobile ownership, which over the last six decades has resulted in
automobiles that are more technically complex, less amenable to owner maintenance and repair, and less customizable (except in their surface features).9
To return to the questions this article began with, I first propose an analytical framing I will refer to here as “dark culture,” akin to the “dark matter”
hypothesized by astrophysicists. Dark matter is something of a theoretical
placeholder, a temporary stand-in necessary to buttress prevailing cosmological theory. Its effects on visible matter and background radiation are manifest
and so its existence is inferred, but direct observation through any orthodox
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method (e.g., using the light it emits or reflects) has so far eluded astronomers. Most significantly, all available evidence seems to suggest that 80 percent of the matter in the universe is this so-called dark matter. In contrast to
dark matter, we are routinely able to observe dark culture, such as the forms
I have explored here: the EULA, the codec, and the API. Yet we have little
in the way of an ordered understanding of its effects, its influence on how
we construct meaning. What makes it “dark,” invisible to routine scrutiny,
is not simply that it demands highly specialized fluencies (legal or technical)
or that it is cloaked by the constraints of sovereignty (copyright and other
aspects of the regulatory apparatus accorded the state) but its intrinsic immateriality, its complexity, and its liminal status in mediating people, the state,
and the built world. Though dark culture is undeniably artificial—of human
construction—and can profoundly shape the envelope of our daily experience and interaction, it typically creeps into the awareness of the vast majority of us only rarely or indirectly. As the manifold technologies we employ
to connect with one another and to mediate our environments continue to
proliferate, the proportion of culture that is “dark” will only increase.
There is a tendency in discussions of new media and information technologies to cast consumer technologies such as the iPhone as symptomatic
of escalating technological dependence, the erosive force of mediated experience, alarming crises of “literacy,” and a widening digital divide that spreads
the socioeconomic spectrum across the equally wide spectrum of technical
capacities. There are well-reasoned arguments to be found behind some of
these claims, but it hardly seems that the resolution of those issues is to be
found in the rote rejection of digital technologies (if such a thing is even possible). Instead, the problem should be analyzed in terms of cultural opacity,
the roles presumed by technologies such as the iPhone, and the moves by
users, designers, and scholars toward a reflexive study of “dark culture.”
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The Back of Our Devices Looks Better
Than the Front of Anyone Else’s
On Apple and Interface Design

LEV M A N OV I C H

G

as important as great technology—this has been the
underlying philosophy of Apple from the first Mac in 1984 to the latest iPhone today. Underlining the importance of design has made Apple into the world’s most valuable technology company and its first iPhone
(2007) a prototype for what to come. Strikingly different from the phones
available at the beginning of the decade, the iPhone offered a rich and nuanced aesthetic experience as opposed to pure functionality.
The shift from functionality to design experience in turn forms but one example of a larger technological trend, which I have called “anesthetization of
information tools,” a process that Apple has likewise fueled and dominated.1
This trend, which reaches back to the launch of the first iMac, may be seen in
the context of larger socioeconomic shifts in the world, such as the democratization of design and the rise of branding as responses to an increased competition in the global economy and the dramatic increase in the size of the
middle class during the 1990s. For example, in 1996 Wallpaper magazine was
launched, and Collete, the first store for hip design products, opened in Paris.
In 1997, the new Guggenheim Museum in Bilbao became an icon for the city;
in 1998, the design-centered iMac went on sale. At that time Apple famously
declared that “the back of our computer looks better than the front of anyone
else’s,” a hyperbolic ad notion that would guide much of the praised Apple
design in years to come.
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While the aestheticization of technology certainly parallels such larger developments, I think that its main raison d’être is something else. Aestheticization relates to the shift in the role of computers in society. Until the mid1990s, only people working in office jobs would spend (basically) all their
work hours interacting with computerized information. These interactions
were limited to work spaces and times; they did not spill over into leisure and
other nonwork activities.
In the next ten years, however, the systematic adoption of computers and
computer-based devices in every profession greatly increased the proportion
of people whose work revolves around manipulating information. At the
same time, interacting with information via computers and computer-based
devices gradually became part of people’s everyday lives. Because of their
inherent multifunctionality and expandability, the computer—and gadgets
such as the iPhone, which basically are build on top of it—came to be used
for all kinds of nonwork activities: entertainment, culture, social life, or communication with others. Consequently, work and nonwork, the professional
and the personal, met within the same information-processing machines, the
same physical objects, the same hardware and software interfaces—and in
some cases even the same software. It is enough to think of how Web browsers are equally work tools and leisure tools.
As these machines came to be redefined as consumer objects to be used in
all areas of people’s lives—a development which starts with Steve Job’s new
vision of a personal computer as a home media center, an idea that took shape
after he came back to Apple in 1997—their aesthetics were altered all together.
The associations with work and office culture and the emphasis on efficiency
and functionality came to be replaced by new references and criteria. These included being friendly, playful, pleasurable, expressive, fashionable; computers
now signified cultural identity, were aesthetically pleasing, and were designed
for emotional satisfaction. Accordingly, the modernist design formula “form
follows function” came to be replaced by a “form follows emotion” approach,
which subsequently was adopted by companies such as the world-famous
Frog design (which designed the first Macintosh computers).2 In the remainder of this article, I will analyze this shift in information-technology design
that took place between 1998 (the first iMac) and 2007 (the first iPhone).

Interface Experiences
In the 1980s and 1990s, the design of user interfaces was often governed by
the idea that the interface should be invisible. A successful interface was con-
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sidered to be one that the user did not notice. This paradigm prevailed until
the end of the 1990s—that is, it dominated during a period when, outside of
work, people used information devices on a fairly limited basis. What happened when the quantity of these interactions greatly increased and information devices, such as iMac, iPod, iPhone, and iPad, became intimate companions of people’s lives? Naturally, the more you use a smart phone, a media
player, a tablet or another personal information device, the more you interact
with the interface itself.
Today the design of user interaction reflects this new reality. Designers no
longer try to hide the interface. Instead, the interaction is treated as an event
rather than a nonevent as in the previous invisible interface paradigm. Using personal information devices is now conceived as a carefully orchestrated
experience rather than a means to an end. The interaction explicitly calls attention to itself, with the interface engaging the user in a form of play, asking
her to devote significant emotional, perceptual, and cognitive resources to
the very act of operating the device. With the iPhone, for instance, frequently
praised for its innovative interface design and quickly copied by all other major players on the mobile market, most of the input takes place through a
touch screen. Instead of pushing buttons, a user employs multitouch gestures—swapping, pinching, tapping, swiping—thus “playing” the device.
Swiping the finer to unlock the iPhone is part of this game, a way to enter the
space where a user’s fingers take on magical powers.
Today a typical information device such as a smartphone provides two
kinds of interfaces. One is the physical interface consisting of buttons and
the phone body (which can communicate though vibration). The second is
a media interface: graphical icons, menus, and sounds. The new paradigm
that treats interaction as an aesthetic experience, an “event,” applies equally
to both types of interfaces. The most dramatic example of the historical shift
in how interfaces are understood concerns the differences in user-interaction
design between the successive generations of the operating system used in
Apple computers—OS 9 and OS X. Released in October of 1999, OS 9 was
the last version of Mac OS still based on the original system that came with
the first Macintosh in 1984. Its look and feel—the strict geometry of horizontal and vertical lines, the similarly restrictive palette of grays and white, simple
and businesslike icons—speaks of modernist design and the ideology of form
following function. It also perfectly fits with grey suites, office buildings in
international style, and twentieth-century office culture in general.
OS X, introduced in 2001, came as a radical departure to that approach. Its
new user interface was called Aqua. Aqua’s icons, buttons, windows, cursor,
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and other elements were colorful and three-dimensional. They used shadows
and transparency. The programs announced their start by opening their windows via an animation. The icons in Dock playfully increased in size as the
user moved a cursor over them. And if in OS 9 default desktop backgrounds
were flat single-color monochrome, the backgrounds that came with Aqua
were much more visually complex, more colorful and assertive—drawing attention to themselves rather than attempting to be invisible.
In OS X, the interaction with the universal information-processing machine of our time—the personal computer—was redefined as an explicitly
aesthetic experience. This experience became as important as the functionality (or, in technical terms, usability). “Aesthetics” is commonly associated
with beauty, but this is not the only meaning that is relevant here. Under OS
X, the user interface was aestheticized in a sense that it was now to explicitly
appeal to and stimulate senses—rather than only users’ cognitive processes.

Aesthetic Integration
The transformation of Apple from a hardware and software company to a
world leader in consumer-product design—just think of all the design awards
won by iMacs, Powerbooks, iPods, and other Apple products—is in itself the
most striking example of what I am calling the aestheticization of information tools. It is relevant here to recall a more classical meaning of aesthetics: the coordination of all parts and details of an artwork or design—lines,
forms, colors, textures, materials, movements, sounds. (I am referring to
classical aesthetics because twentieth-century art has often aimed at opposite
effects—shock, collision, and the establishment of meaning and aesthetic experience through montage rather than the unification of parts.) The critical
and commercial success of Apple products and the truly fanatical feelings they
invoke in many people have much to do with the degree of this integration,
which had not been seen before in commercial products in this price range.
In each new product or version, the details were refined until they all work
together to create a rich, smooth, and consistent sensorial whole. This also
applies to the way hardware and software work together. For example, think
of the coordination between the circular movement of the user’s finger on the
track wheel of the original iPod and the corresponding horizontal movement
of menus on the screen (which borrows from OS X column view.)
In the beginning of the new millennium, other consumer-electronics companies gradually began to follow Apple in putting more and more emphasis

C5870.indb 281

1/30/12 1:24 PM

282

Mobile Lives

on the design of their products across price categories. Sony started using
the “Sony Style” phrase. In 2004, Nokia introduced its first line of “fashion
phones,” declaring that personal technology can be an “object of desire.” By
investing in the industrial design of its consumer products, Samsung was
also able to move from an unknown supplier to a top world brand. Even
companies whose information products were almost exclusively used by professionals and business users started to compete by dressing their products
in an Apple-like design. The 2006 version of the BlackBerry smartphone so
popular with business people and professionals was, for instance, introduced
with the slogan: “BlackBerry Pearl—Small, Smart, and Stylish.” Nevertheless,
if other companies tried to copy Apple’s design strategies, Apple still was able
to stay ahead at least until the end of the millennium’s first decade by repeatedly launching products that came to define entire new market categories:
powerful, media-rich smartphones (iPhone, 2007) and media tablets (iPad,
2010).
One way that Apple is able to do this is by systematically expanding the
idea of the integration between different experiences into new spaces—in
the process redefining the economics of the PC and consumer-electronics
industries. With iTunes, released in 2001, the seamless integration between
a physical device and its media interface was extended to include an online
store selling, first, songs and, later, TV programs, feature films, and games—
and eventually even software applications. Apple’s iPhone was, arguably, the
smartphone that started this. The phenomenally successful App Store redefined the economics of mobile computer devices, prompting all other major
players to follow Apple in creating their own ecologies (or platforms) consisting of devices and their unique operating systems and apps markets, such
as the Android market. Early in 2011 Apple announced that in less than four
years, 10 billion apps had been downloaded from the App Store, which is
greater than the numbers of songs downloaded from iTunes in its ten years
of operation.

Interaction and the Experience Economy
In retrospect, it is quite apparent that the aestheticization (or perhaps, theatrization) of user interfaces with laptops, smart phones, cameras, and other
mobile technology, which took place approximately between 2001 and 2005,
had been conceptually prepared in previous decades. Based on work done
in the 1980s, Brenda Laurel published a groundbreaking book, Computers as
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Theatre, in 1991.3 She described the interface as an expressive form and compared it to theatrical performances. By using Aristotle’s Poetics as her model,
Laurel suggested that interaction should lead to “pleasurable enjoyment.”
The notion of interaction as theater brings an additional meaning to the
idea I put forward in the beginning of this article, namely, that a smart phone
interface engages its user in a kind of game or play. Since about 2005, new
phones began to respond to user action in a surprising and often seemingly
exaggerated manner. This applies to both physical and media interfaces. For
example, pressing the cover of a Motorola PEBBLE opens the phone in an
expected and unique way. The buttons on the LG Chocolate suddenly begin
glowing in red when the phone is switched on; when you select an option
the LG device confirms your selection by replacing the current screen with a
new graphic screen.
Understanding interaction as theater helps us come to terms with another
dimension of these playlike features. In some phone models, such as the LG
Chocolate, various sensorial effects that the phone generates in response to
user actions often come not as single events but rather as sequences of effects.
As in a traditional theater play, these sequences unfold in time. Various sensorial effects play on one another, and it is their contrast as well as the differences
between the senses being addressed—touch, vision, hearing—that add up to
a complex dramatic experience. In 1991, when Laurel published her book,
the use of technology products was still limited to particular professions, but
as designers of the iMac soon clearly recognized, at the end of the decade
these products were becoming mainstream items of the consumer economy,
which was undergoing a fundamental change. In their 1999 book, Experience
Economy: Work Is Theatre and Every Business a Stage, Joseph Pine and James
H. Gilmore famously argued that the consumer economy was entering a new
stage where the key to successful business was delivering experiences. This
new stage followed the previous stages centered on goods and, later, services.
To be successful today, the authors argued, “a company must learn to stage
a rich, compelling experience.”4 If Laurel evoked theater as a way to think
about the particular case of human-computer interaction, Pine and Gilmore
suggested that the theater may work as a metaphor for understanding the
interaction between consumers and products in the new economy.
The aestheticization of hardware design and user interfaces that gradually
took place throughout the industry in the decade following Pine and Gilmore’s book fits very well with the idea of the “experience economy.” Like any
other interaction, interaction with information devices became a designed experience. In fact, we can say that the three stages in the development of user inter-
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faces—command-line interfaces of the 1970s (Unix), graphical user interfaces
of the 1980s and 1990s (Mac OS), and the new sensual, highly aestheticized
interfaces of the post–OS X era—can be correlated to the three stages of consumer economy as a whole: goods, services, and experiences. Command-line
interfaces “deliver the goods”: that is, they focus on pure functionality and
utility. GUIs, in turn, add “service” to interfaces. And at the next stage, interfaces become “experiences.”
The concept of the experience economy works particularly well to explain
how the physical interaction with technology objects—as opposed to their
physical forms and screen interfaces—turned into a stage for delivering rich
sensorial and often seductive experiences. For instance, early mobile phones
did not have any covers. Screens and keys were always there and always visible. Around 2005, the profane act of opening a mobile phone or pressing
its buttons turned into veritable micro-plays: short narratives complete with
visual, tactile, and three-dimensional effects. In the short history of mobile
phones, the examples of particular models whose commercial and critical
popularity can to a significant degree be attributed to the innovative sensorial
narratives of interaction with them are the Motorola RAZR V3 (2004), the
already discussed LG Chocolate (2006; the actual model number is LG VX8600) and, of course, the iPhone (2007), with its uniquely staged transitions
between application screens.

The Aesthetics of Disappearance
As the iMac (1998) and OS X (2001) have demonstrated, the aestheticization
paradigm was applied equally to designs of information products and their
user interfaces—i.e., both hardware and software. In fact, although released
at different times, the first iMacs, OS X, and the iPhone iOS share similar
aesthetic features: bright clear colors, the use of transparency or translucency,
and rounded forms. And while all aim to remove the standard twentiethcentury associations of information technology—cold, indifferent to human
presence, suited only for business—at the same time they cleverly exploit
their technological identity. Both the translucency of iMac’s plastic case, the
Dock magnification and Genie effects in the Aqua interface, and iPhone’s iOS
all similarly stage technology as magical and almost supernatural.
Along with this rich and colorful aesthetics, Apple chief designer Jonathan Ive also developed another approach. His hardware designs for Apple
products in the 2000s—from PowerBooks to iPads—have adopted differ-
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ent, minimal aesthetics. According to his aesthetics the technological object
wants to disappear, fade into the background, and become ambient rather
than actively attracting attention to itself and its technological magic like
the first iMac. Consciously or not, these minimalist designs communicate,
or rather foretell, the new and developing identity of personal information
technology—the eventual disappearance of specific technological objects as
such as their functions become fully integrated into other objects, surfaces,
spaces, and cloves.
This, in fact, is the stage of ubiquitous computing in which a technological fetish is dissolved into the overall fabric of material existence. The actual
details of this potential future dematerialization will most probably be different from how it is imagined today, but the trend is clearly visible. But
how to stage this future disappearance using technology available today? The
minimalist designs of Apple’s hardware in the 2000s can all be understood
as responses to this challenge. Historically, its particular aesthetics occupies
an intermediate, transitional stage: between technology as a designed lifestyle object (exemplified by 1998 iMac and Nokia’s 2004 Fashion collection
of mobile phones) and its future stage as an invisible infrastructure implanted
inside other objects, architectural forms, and human bodies.
In 1998, Hans Ibelings published an influential book, Supermodernism, in
which he identified a similar “aesthetics of disappearance” in the architecture of the 1990s, as exemplified by the Foundation Cartier in Paris or the
French National Library. According to Ibelings, this supermodern aesthetics
“is characterized mainly by the absence of distinguishing marks, by neutrality.” This aesthetics stands in opposition to previous architectural aesthetics
of the 1980s and early 1990s. As Ibelings notes, “whereas postmodernist and
deconstructivist architecture almost always contain a message, today architecture is increasingly conceived as an empty medium.”5
Ibelings was looking only at architecture and not at computers. However,
just a few years later, Jonathan Ive and his team used a similar supermodern aesthetics in designing Apple products. To achieve this aim, the designers employed many techniques: newly developed materials and finishes; the
flat, largely empty surfaces uninterrupted by multiple buttons or screws;
the monochrome appearance that visually emphasizes the shape as a whole;
the rounded corners; the glow of the Apple logo, which creates a three-dimensional effect; the simplicity of the overall 3D form. All these techniques
work to create a powerful impression that an object is about to fade and
completely dissolve. Apple designs also create a different spatial experience
equaling the “new spatial sensibility” that Ibelings found in supermodern
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buildings, a “boundless and undefined space” that, however, “is not an emptiness but a safe contained, a flexible shell.”6
Ibelings speculated about the reasons for supermodern aesthetics in architecture. In the case of personal information technologies, the spatial form,
which is simultaneously boundless, undefined, and also flexible, seems a perfect spatial metaphor for the values these technologies are supposed to communicate, as imagined by industry leaders attuned to lifestyle and cultural
trends: Apple, Nokia, Samsung, LG, Sony, and others. These values include
mobility, flexibility, adaptability, and the lack of predefined boundaries and
limits. The last concept also happens to define a modern computer in theoretical terms—a universal simulation machine that, via software, can simulate
an unlimited number of other machines and tools and, again via software, is
infinitely expandable. But how do you find a visual or spatial expression for
such a metamachine? This is one of the challenges of contemporary aesthetics. The supermodernist aesthetics of Apple products as designed by Ive and
his team has so far been one of the more successful solutions to this fundamental challenge.
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Playing the iPhone
F RAU K E B E H R E N DT

H

an iPhone? You can talk, sing, or blow into the microphone;
shake, stroke, or spin the device; use the camera; touch the screen and
any of the built-in sensors, just to name a few ways. You can build on
existing acoustic or electronic instruments, experiment with individual and
group performances, explore public and private performance contexts, and
push all the way beyond the boundaries of what a mobile phone is meant to
be used for.
Artists and musicians have been exploring the use of mobile devices such
as mobile phones, the walkman, or the iPod for musical interactions since the
early 2000s, especially at the Mobile Music Workshop Series and at the New
Interfaces for Musical Expression, held since 2004 and 2001, respectively.1
Yet mobility in use has never been a constitutive element of mobile-phone
musical instruments, as most of them allow for musical interaction indoors
as much as outdoors, in the privacy of the home as much as in public, on the
go as much as in stationary environments. Similar to other mobile devices for
producing sounds (including your guitar or ghetto-blaster), the iPhone—
or for that matter, any mobile phone—can be played on stage, around the
campfire, at home, alone, or in a group. The interesting difference with conventional instruments is, rather, that music comes as an added function to an
already existing device that accompanies us everywhere we go.
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Consumer media have been turned into musical instruments previously;
just think of turntables and boom boxes, for instance, or at the ways game
controllers and mobile gaming consoles such as the Game Boy have been
refashioned as musical devices, becoming important predecessors to mobilephones-turned-musical-instruments before the smartphone “revolution” set
in. Still, the popularity of the iPhone has made the experimental niche pursuit
of playing your mobile into a mainstream leisure activity, notably through
the Ocarina app. This chapter focuses on those interfaces and applications
that have been developed specifically for the mobile phone and on the sonic
interaction paradigms designed for the mobile. Mobile versions of more traditional computer music applications will not be considered because their
design paradigm treats the mobile phone as miniature computer, with the
software often being nothing more than a downsized versions of already existing studio software. Neither will I consider those works where the mobile
acts as some sort of remote control, often in conjunction with other hardand software, using data from the phone (such as the camera stream) as an
input for Max/MSP, to give just one example.

From Dialtone Symphonies to Daisyphone Loop Music
Before taking a closer look at the Ocarina app for the iPhone, a brief survey
on mobile phone music will help to understand its significance. Since the
early 2000s, I was able to collect and document hundreds of examples of mobile music projects and mobile sound artworks.2 In some of these contexts,
mobile phones were treated as expert instruments to be played by one or several trained musicians, while in other cases, more accessible mobile phone instruments were developed for amateur use. Many mobile music projects were
social experiments featuring an ensemble of networked and mobile devices
within a group of people who collaboratively produced music either in the
same space or at the same time (i.e., without being colocated). Artists have
used traditional musical forms such as the symphony, the opera, or the musical in their mobile phone works. They also have experimented with a variety
of locations for mobile phone music, inviting mobile phones into locations
of traditional musical performance, such as the concert hall, or, alternatively,
taking performances out into the streets.
Golan Levin has to be credited for pioneering the idea of using mobile
phones in a concert setting in 2001, when he invited the audience and their
mobile phones to form an orchestra, conducted by the artist on stage, to
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perform his “Dialtones: A Telesymphony.” Before the event, audience members had to register their phone numbers and ringtones and then received
seating assignments. Using a database fed with all this information, Levin
was able to call up to 200 audience phones at once, creating a symphony out
of monophonic ringtones, structured by themes and movements and joined
by soloists on stage. Levin’s performance skillfully played with the juxtaposition of traditional musical form, the then still relatively recent proliferation of
mobile phones, and the taboo of ringing them in an art context.3 Elsewhere,
orchestras have performed ring-tone inspired pieces such as the “New Ring
Cycle” (at the Cheltenham Music Festival 2002) or “Spring Cellphony” (in
Jerusalem 2001). Mobile-phone-transmitted heartbeats have been used to
generate a choir score and to drive a sound installation in “Kadoum” (Berlin
2000), and a distributed musical instrument involving 144 mobile phones
and a local radio station has performed a radio concert entitled “Wählt die
Signale” (Hamburg 2003). Newly founded ensembles include the HandyDandy, a mobile-phone rock band, or the MoPho mobile-phone orchestra.4
Mirroring these attempts to bring mobile phones into traditional art venues and concert halls, artists and musicians have taken traditional forms of
musical performance out into the city. For instance, during the performance
of “Cellphonia: In the News” (2006), callers were invited to join the chorus of a location-based karaoke opera, singing parts of the libretto into their
phones, with the collaborative musical performance shared via conference
call. In turn, “Mandala 3 and Mandala 4” by Greg Schiemer (2006) involved
performers spinning a mobile phone—in a pouch attached to a string—overhead in the middle of the street, using the Doppler shift to produce microtonal music. The phones also were used to change and control the sounds
played by each device.5 Gamelike features and playful approaches have also
been key elements of mobile phone music, as with “Schminky” (2003), a musical game running on PDAs (as mobile phones were not smart enough at
the time), or the “Daisyphone” (2006), which featured as an “interface for
remote group music improvisation and composition” drawing from collaborative gaming aesthetics.6 The 2007 “Pophorns,” finally, were a family of
musical applications that could be installed on mobile phones, playfully engaging a variety of communities around the world in public performances.7
All the projects mentioned in this brief survey were marked by an avantgarde ethos and launched in the nonmainstream context of media art festivals, academic conferences, or within the research and development labs
of mobile phone corporations. The arrival of the iPhone, however, and the
introduction of Ocarina, in particular, completely changed this situation,
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making mobile music applications a part of the redefinition of mobile media
entertainment.

The iPhone Ocarina
Every iPhone user knows the Ocarina: it is an application that allows users to
play their phones like a traditional ocarina, blowing into the iPhone’s microphone while fingering notes using the four holes of the instrument emulated
on the display. Familiarity with the ocarina means people intuitively understand how to use the microphone as a mouthpiece and the graphics on the
touch screen as “finger holes.” Ocarina thus merges the features of an ancient
wind instrument with those of a new mobile device,8 based on its (and the
iPhone’s) sensitivity to breath, touch (via a multitouch interface mimicking
the four-hole English pendant ocarina), and movement (a dual axis accelerometer controls vibrato rate and depth).9 In addition, the app allows a user
to listen in on the songs being played by other phone users simultaneously
around the globe. Ocarina, in other words, fuses the networked capabilities
of the mobile phone with the experience of lay music. In the words of its designer, Stanford professor Ge Wang, it thus can be seen as “a unique social artifact,” since it “allows its user to hear other . . . players throughout the world
while seeing their location—achieved through GPS and the persistent data
connection on the iPhone.”10 The networked element is even complemented
by a Web portal where players are able to share scores and other information
(http://ocarina.smule.com/).
Despite these innovations, attention so far has mostly been devoted to
Ocarina’s developing company, Smule, to Smule’s marketing strategies, and
to the commercial success of the app, rather than to how Ocarina has turned
the iPhone into a new musical instrument. Within four days of its release in
2008, the app reportedly became a best-selling item in the App Store, and by
end of November 2008, it arguably had been played on more than one million iPhones, making it the epitome of Apple’s “All-time top 20 Apps” in summer 2009 and ever since.11 Newspapers, magazines, and online media have
discussed Ocarina by repeatedly pointing to the “sound of serious money,” as
The Observer put it.12 “Released in November, ‘Ocarina’ racked up 400,000
downloads in less than a month,” Newsweek reported. “Smule, which originally set a goal of taking in $100,000 in revenue this year, instead will end up
making closer to $1 million.”13 USA Today discussed the finances of Smule and
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its founders, Ge Wang and Jeff Smith: “Smith raised $5.5 million from local
investors and says his target was to do $100,000 in the first six months. Instead, Smule did $500,000. The sales target for the first year was $1.6 million,
and Smith says that will be exceeded, too.”14 By and large, the press attributed
Smule’s success in 2009 to its new marketing strategies. Wang “focused on
working the social Web via YouTube, Twitter and Facebook,” as one commentator observed: “If you see some person holding a phone like a sandwich
and have sound coming out, you get it.”15 Ocarina and other Smule applications also were featured widely on U.S. and international media, including
television (CNBC, Fox News), newspapers—as a front page feature in USA
Today—and a plethora of online magazines and blogs. Smule applications
have certainly also benefited from exposure through Apple, as underlined by
its listing in the “best app” category or by inviting the company to speak at a
presentation of the iPhone software update.
A more pertinent question is, however, how the designer of the Ocarina
app actually envisioned its integrating music making into people’s everyday
lives, and how people actually perform music using Ocarina. In an interview,
Wang once stated that he believes “that everyone is inherently creative; and
we want to unlock that creativity in everyone.” Wang’s expressed hope was
that applications like Ocarina could “bring the vision of computer music
to a much wider audience,” thus allowing the app “to combine music with
technology, where anybody can play. You don’t have to spend 10 hours in a
practice room learning how to play. With the iPhone, anyone can do it.”16 Yet
despite its extraordinary download figures and Smule’s success as a commercial enterprise, the Ocarina app never reached out to a wider audience since
the iPhone remains one of the most expensive smartphones on the market.
Nor do such figures tell us if—and how—people play their iPhones and how
they share the Ocarina app in music making.
There are, however, more significant indications of Ocarina use. Ratings
in the App Store at least testify to thousands of people taking the time to
write a comment. YouTube videos showing iPhone users playing the Ocarina are even more indicative, with searches generating more than 100,000
hits and videos such as “iPhone App by Smule: Ocarina [Zeldarian]” having been watched almost 2 million times. Ocarina has also been featured in
several public events and concerts, such as a concert with the San Francisco
Symphony. Not least, anytime the app starts (which now runs on the iPad as
well), there are other players performing at the same time. In fact, it is the
Ocarina forum and its many active contributors that illustrate how active the
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community is in negotiating the best practices of Ocarina playing (http://
ocarina.smule.com/forum/). For if one does not like the performance one is
listening to, one can easily skip to the next. Or as one blogger put it: “You’ll
probably be using this button often, as many of the people playing are awful.”17 The forum gives an indication of the number of people who are performing for others and also those listening and voting. Finally, in December
2009 an Ocarina contest opened, with YouTube working as a main platform
to distribute the videos of those participating.
One more critical question concerns how long and how intensively people
actually engage with applications like Ocarina and how the educational effect
of the app should be measured. After the initial hype in 2009, usage actually
appears to have dropped, at least by measures of Web exposure. The app is,
of course, in all likelihood more of a gimmick to most people and is marketed
accordingly in the App Store as an entertaining iPhone add-on for “blowing
away your friends and family with your new talent.” Still, the educational potential of mobile phone instruments cannot be overestimated, and one might
in fact argue that this potential has only just begun to be seriously explored.
Mobile phones are ubiquitous, and music making, listening, remixing, and
sharing through an app such as Ocarina offer new forms of access to culture
for people without computers and broadband connections. Exposure to the
iPhone Ocarina reportedly has inspired people to learn to play the analog
ocarina, resulting in a flourishing ocarina community.

Social Mobile Music
After releasing the Ocarina app, Smule continued developing similar apps.
Over the last two years, the company has created top-selling social music
apps for iOS, including the Magic Piano, I Am T-Pain, Glee Karaoke, and the
Magic Fiddle. According to the company web page, “Users of Smule products have now performed more than 132 million songs around the world.”
In 2011, the company announced it was doubling its staff, and a press release
stated that the
new Magic Piano App for iPhone and iPod touch has been downloaded
from the App Store more than 2.7 million times in its first four weeks. During this brief period of time, users of Magic Piano have played more than
31 million songs including such works as Lady Gaga’s “Poker Face” and
Robert Schumann’s “Von fremden Ländern und Menschen.” Magic Piano
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App users have also used their iPhone or iPod touch to play over 13 billion
musical notes, or over 300,000 notes per minute.18

It still remains to be stressed that the quality of music performances on
these different apps is not what makes them interesting. What is relevant
about these mobile phone musical instruments is how people who do not
consider themselves musicians take up playing music, how music is performed in new contexts, and how phone users engage in social musical interactions, such as listening to others’ performances or sharing their own compositions. These social aspects of musical interaction are not taking place in
one and the same location, as it would be the case with more traditional musical collaboration such as band performances or classical concerts. Remote
collaborative music making such as networked music has often focused on
desktop computers and laptops. But with mobile phones, these networked
music experiences extend well beyond the desk or the sofa, to take place in
any possible space. That is, although mobile music does not depend on mobility in use, it is the mobility of the device that opens up new social and physical realms of collaborative music making. Given the unprecedented spread
of mobile phones around the globe, networked music making is brought to
a much wider audience than traditional desktop appliances would have had.
Accessible and playful musical activities such as iPhone Ocarina performances
thus have taken networked music making from a niche pursuit of electronic
musicians and academics into mainstream culture—promoting a redefinition
of what constitutes “high” and “low” culture.
The social aspects of the iPhone Ocarina thus remain key and vital for this
instrument’s success. Playing, listening, evaluating, and sharing related information such as scores happen in networked, social situations. One might
argue that the success of the iPhone Ocarina as a phenomenon of popular
culture also builds on the popularity of musical console games such as Guitar
Hero, for which sociomusical interaction is crucial. The iPhone Ocarina is,
in short, a web phenomenon of pop culture in that it uses the entire telephone
network and not only the device itself.
Analyzing the iPhone Ocarina has, hence, enabled me to explore how
a device that those of us who can afford it own and carry with us around
can be turned into an highly innovative musical instrument. Highlighting
the mobile phone’s accessibility, ubiquity, and familiarity, this chapter has
briefly pointed to the technological interactions of mobile phone instruments
(pressing buttons or tilting the device, for instance), how these instruments
are embedded within social contexts (playing for a remote audience or a small
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group performance, for example), and how they make use of their physical
environments (such as a public places or the private bedroom)—all vital for
an understanding of how mobile musical instruments are performed. With
the arrival of the iPhone in 2007 and the subsequent release of Ocarina and
a vast number of other musical iPhone applications, such as Guitar Hero,
Bloom, Beatmaker, Looptastic, TonePad Pro, and RjDj, mobile music has
become a part of today’s mainstream media culture.
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Mobile Media Life
M A R K D E UZ E A N D T H E JA N I SSA RY C O LLECT I V E

A

experienced not with but rather in media, the global shift
toward mobile and haptic connectivity is not just a step toward natural
user interfaces but also of an increasingly seamless integration among
human beings, nature, and technology. This chapter explores the key components of a media life as lived through the iPhone, showing that the profound
power of media can only be found in their invisibility and, ultimately, disappearance. Today’s mobile phone in general—and the iPhone in particular—
can arguably be seen as the ultimate device when it comes to communication
and conversation, especially as it includes modalities of other media, such as
television and film, games, photography, and the computer. Access to mobiles is so much more widespread than usage of the World Wide Web that
James Katz, for example, suggests the device deserves the subtitle of “the
real world’s Internet.”1 Considering the near-universal adoption of mobile
communication and the rapid growth of wireless broadband connectivity
(especially in developing countries), a certain mobility afforded by small portable artifacts can be considered to be at the heart of what it means to live a
media life.
Although the mobile phone as we know it has been in development for at
least fifty years, and (trans-)portable phones were used by telephone companies in the United States and in the British army in the South African AngloBoer War (1899–1902), only since the 1980s have the devices become widely
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available.2 Gerard Goggin describes how during the mid-twentieth century
the combination of computer code automating many aspects of the communication process, a shift to organically shaped cells (specific areas around
a transmitter tower) to send and receive mobile communication signals, and
reducing otherwise rather bulky features of the artifacts involved laid the
groundwork for mobile telephony.3 In terms of size, the world’s first mobile
telephone call was made in 1973 with what is called the Brick: a 1,134 gram analog model manufactured by Motorola.4 With the switch to digital networks,
a new generation of mobile phones emerged: much smaller and smarter, at
least according to industry rhetoric. All that intelligence refers to the contemporary cell phone’s ability to learn just about everything from and about its
user and how the industries catering to it—telecommunications companies,
ISPs, software studios, marketing and advertising agencies, and all kinds of
other businesses—can adapt their products and services accordingly.
Over the past thirty-five years, the bulky and solo-use mobile phone
has transformed into a sleek and multifaceted device; the iPhone 4 in fact
only weighs 136 grams. This transformation continues as the mobile device
morphs from a distinct technological phenomenon to an artifact of increasingly seamless media and everyday life integration. As mobile media advance,
previous technologies and practices are remediated. The journey of the mobile phone’s integration into modern society has left in its wake a myriad
of bypassed and remediated devices. Shortly after the publication of Charles
Darwin’s On the Origin of Species (1859), the British novelist Samuel Butler,
for example, responded with a satirical op-ed piece for the New Zealand
newspaper The Press, titled “Darwin Among the Machines,” published in
mid-June 1863. In this piece, Butler wonders out loud about the direction
of mechanical evolution, or what he calls “mechanical life,” awestruck as he
is “at the gigantic strides with which it has advanced in comparison with the
slow progress of the animal and vegetable kingdom.” Applying the principle
of natural selection to machines, Butler notes how the ongoing diminution in
the size of technological devices attends their development and progress toward ever-increasing independence from humans. To Butler, the emergence
of wristwatches is an example of how smaller technologies may replace larger
ones—clocks—and thus render them extinct.5

Digital (R)evolution
Today, most college freshmen consider wearing a wristwatch unnecessary.
Different research has found that many digital devices, from laptops to MP3
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players, are a serious threat to the wristwatch industry. As mobile phone sales
continue to increase, wristwatch sales have remained flat or are in decline. In
fact, digital devices may eventually change how wristwatches are designed,
and Apple’s devices do—as in 2010, when Apple released a wristwatch version
of the iPod Nano. High-end, designer wristwatches may never fade away because of their function as a status symbol, but the days of the affordable Casio
may soon be coming to an end. Another timekeeping device also feeling the
repercussions of advanced mobile technology is the alarm clock. It, too, is
being evolved out of place by features on mobile phones. Numerous polls
suggest that over half of people who own a mobile phone use it as an alarm
clock. Rightmobilephone.co.uk, for example, polled nearly 1,500 people, of
whom 82 percent owned a mobile phone, and over half of these reported to
waking up to its alarm in the morning. Beyond telling the time and sounding the alarm, mobile media in general, and smartphones such as the iPhone
in particular, are in a position to swallow up other technologies and uses in
their design: the (digital) camera, the credit card (to check in at airports or
pay for your coffee), and so on. The iPhone and the Android smartphone
have already replaced numerous gadgets—from common features such as the
calculator and stopwatch, to lesser known novelties like the builder’s level and
instrument tuner, the functionality of these devices can now fit in the palms
of our hands.
As technology continues to advance at what seems to be a blistering pace,
we are constantly reminded of just how quickly it is happening. The generation that saw the emergence of the World Wide Web as one of the greatest
advances in human history is followed by an era of individuals who have
always experienced the personal computer to be online. The ubiquity of mobile technology is quickly advancing to reshuffle both the analog and digital
artifacts of modern times. As mobile technology continues to integrate the
functions of our daily lives, one might argue that mobile devices like the
iPhone will no longer be considered devices at all but simply an accepted
and invisible part of our natural environment. The transition is happening so
quickly that even technologies that can be considered to be part of the digital
(r)evolution are in danger of being subsumed by the mobile device, lending
further credence to Samuel Butler’s nineteenth-century concerns. If technologies have the potential to render one another obsolete, and their evolution
moves at a pace far beyond that of nature, Butler proceeds in his article, “we
refer to the question: what sort of creature man’s next successor in the supremacy of the earth is likely to be.” Ultimately, “man will have become to the
machine what the horse and the dog are to man. He will continue to exist,
nay even to improve, and will be probably better off in his state of domestica-
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tion under the beneficent rule of the machines than he is in his present wild
state.” The solution to this evolutionary conundrum, according to Butler, is
to wage “war to the death” with machines.6
Butler’s advice may sound ridiculous, but he has a point: considering the
qualities of mobile media in terms of their “lifelike” ubiquity, pervasiveness,
and remediation of older and new modalities of communication and conversation brings us a bit closer to a mindset of, as Martin Heidegger would say,
turning any media device from a thing we just use (and thus is “ready-tohand”) into an artifact that is open to questions about what is the matter with
it. However, we tend to question media only when they stop working or do
not work the way they are supposed to. The laptop only becomes a machine
one thinks about when it fails to boot up; an iPhone ceases to be an extension
of people’s life- and workstyle when they forget to pay the monthly bill; and
a book only becomes a book when its missing a page at a crucial part of the
story. In other words: only when media are destroyed—when we first wage
war with them—can we meaningfully address what is the matter with media.
Continuing this line of thought, Friedrich Kittler constructs his philosophical media project around the realization that we have become blind to
our media to the extent that even when we try to say something meaningful
about media, we need media to express it. Generally speaking, when we use
media we tend to be unaware of the structuring power of the particular media used to make a point about them. To Kittler, “this crazy coincidence of
forgetfulness with technological change” that pervades the history of media
directly relates to “the exclusion of physical and technical media from questions of ontology.” Once we start articulating more precisely what media are
and how media fit into our everyday lives, we come to the inevitable conclusion that media are not “external and extensive objects” that we can switch on
or off and therefore control but “on the one hand and man on the other are
inseparably linked by an endless feedback loop.” In Kittler’s history of communication media, this feedback loop accelerates with each stepping stone—
from writing and printing via telegraphy and analog media to digital media.
He predicts that ultimately media technologies will overhaul one another to
evolve beyond the essential intervention of humans, returning us safely and
securely back in the warmongering arms of Samuel Butler.7

Technology Fading Into Our Lives
The process toward the media we know today was not necessarily linear
or uncontested—yet, as Gerard Goggin notes, the key to the future of cell
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phones seems their irrevocable (and inevitably messy) metamorphosis into
mobile media, “infiltrating into and reworking all sort of old and new media
forms.”8 With that, argues Paul Levinson, comes a process whereby new media devices “become even smaller and lighter than they are now, following
Buckminster Fuller’s ‘dymaxion principle’, which holds that new technologies get ever smaller and more powerful.”9 In the original prescient words
of Fuller—an early-twentieth-century American inventor, architect, and
futurist—his size-based standard is “an attitude and interpretive principle . . .
of doing the most with the least in consideration of a mobilizing, integrating
society.”10 The architect would probably be thrilled about current attempts to
reduce the size and integrate the multimodal connectedness of technologies
even further.
And indeed, the iPhone seems not just to be taking over other technologies but to be entering into all kinds of reciprocal relationships with the
way we live, organize, and give meaning to our lives. Summarizing the
situation in the United States in 2009, the Pew Internet and American Life
Project concludes that “mobile connectivity is now a powerful differentiator
among technology users. Those who plug into the information and communications world while on-the-go are notably more active in many facets of
digital life.”11 This digital life is to a large extent based on a mobile lifestyle,
according to market research based on international comparative studies of
attitudes and behaviors related to wireless devices and communication. Or,
as one such report claimed in 2002, “constant awareness of wireless finally
wanes when people are truly living a mobile lifestyle,” ultimately seamlessly
integrating wireless in everyday life “where people find it difficult to live a
life without wireless.”12 Combining qualitative and quantitative data from
Asia, Europe, and the United States, numerous researchers have mapped
a globally emerging mobile communication society where what people do
with mobile technology serves to reinforce, maintain, and create collective
identity while at the same time functioning as an expression of a distinctly
personal style and way of life. How far this process plays out in everyday life
is evident in the work of media anthropologists, such as Daniel Miller, studying the various roles social and mobile media play in the lives of a variety
of groups in society: students, migrant workers, and the homeless. Miller
and Mirca Madianou conclude that people around the world, coming from a
wide variety of social and economic backgrounds, increasingly live in a situation of “polymedia”: exposed to a plurality of media that change the relationships between communication technology and society by the mere fact of
their omnipresence and seemingly effortless integration into the social and
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emotional realm of people’s everyday existence.13 As they state in their work,
for Filipino and Caribbean people living in London and Cambridge and the
families they have left behind, media are their “technologies of love.” In his
fieldwork, Miller finds that people spend so much time living with media that
media become their life, in effect treating media as their home.14 This results
in typical “home” idioms being translated into media contexts, for example,
by incessantly decorating one’s online social network profile or by constantly
rearranging and tidying up the files, applications, and icons of one’s personal
computer or smartphone. Just as the home gets infused with (and reshaped
through) media, our media become domesticated spaces typified by a mass
personalization effort: customized ringtones, individualized screensavers and
wallpaper, fine-tuned arrangements of favorite websites and television stations, tailor-made carrying pouches and various forms of wearable media.
The central role of the mobile phone in processes of personal transformation toward greater individualization and transnational connectivity reveals
its nature as a “charismatic” technology; it was originally designed for work
and business but changed identity quickly as it entered the domestic sphere.
Once inseparable from that sphere, the telephone in general and mobile media in particular become part of the day-to-day coordination of both family
and personal life. In doing so, media add a certain dynamism and mobility to
the daily rhythm of life while at the same time they should be seen as extending or even amplifying existing networks and ways of doing things. With the
iPhone, boundaries between media and life blur beyond meaningful distinction. Yes, we are overtly aware of the latest and greatest in devices and apps.
At the same time, our lived experience with ubiquitous, always-on, mobile
media makes these same technologies, paradoxically, disappear into our lives.
Computer scientists have long emphasized this vanishing. As Mark Weiser
put it in 1991, the ideal-typical goal for engineers should be “to conceive a
new way of thinking about computers, one that takes into account the human
world and allows the computers themselves to vanish into the background.”15
Considering our haptic (iPhone) and kinetic (Wii and Kinect) intimate technologies today, this mission indeed seems accomplished. Weiser and his colleagues, then at the Xerox Palo Alto Research Center, envisioned devices that
fit the human environment, not devices that force humans to enter mediated
worlds. Next-generation tablet and smartphone technologies point to ways
that the technology is indeed fading into our lives. Readers may already own
an iPhone that either includes or works in harmony with other personalized
machines in our lives—the refrigerator, the washer and dryer, the television,
the automobile, the coffee maker.
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The idea that our selves can extend into devices and “be” even when
“we” are not there is by now familiar. Facebook, Twitter, and other Webbased awareness tools allow us to present multiple selves online that connect and share statuses with others (and ourselves). Today, these cherished
tools prompt engagement by posing questions like what are you doing? and
what’s on your mind? And we oblige with a passion for sharing that has driven
awareness tools to the forefront of the mobile Web. What if we could ask
of our devices, what should I do?—or maybe even, what should I think? That
capability is more than hypothetical. Among the darlings of Silicon Valley
right now are social question and answer services. Such “answer sites” flourish around the world, providing a form of information discovery that is social
and potentially more personalized than search engine results. Social Q&A
sites like Quora and ChaCha thrive on mediated communities built around
information sharing. The appeal is hard to deny: instead of a keyword search
on a search engine, answer sites allow us to express information needs as
questions and answers are provided in narrative form, rather than as a list of
documents, as in search engine results.

The iPhone Alive
Apple’s April 2010 acquisition of Siri, a mobile personal assistant, signals the
direction of next-generation Q&A for the iPhone. Siri emerged from Stanford Research Institute International, the Menlo Park research institute that
is contracted by global governments and corporations. Siri drew initial funding from the Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency under its Personalized Assistant That Learns program. The goal: build a smart assistant that
seamlessly shares our media life, learns from it, and guides us. Much of the
interest swirling around Siri and other so-called cognitive assistants focuses
on speech recognition and voice-activated search, not on the learning, bonding, and co-creative decision-making capabilities. Siri and its cohort are capable of developing what could prove to be a tantalizing intimacy with us.
Additionally, one could consider the rising prominence of augmented-reality
applications for the iPhone and Android platforms, which are charismatically
changing how we view and interact with the world around us. Programs like
the Dutch system Layar or Google’s Goggles digitally overlay a multitude of
information about the contents of the camera view of a smartphone in real
time. The iPhone’s Type’n’Walk application allows the user to literally never
avert her attention from the screen by providing a camera view of the surroundings while texting or e-mailing.
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Scientists working for Apple, Facebook, Google, Microsoft, and other
media giants push the limits of mobile search, bringing haptic and audiovisual connectivity together with dynamic artificial intelligence. It is in this
context perhaps unsurprising that a famous book on the evolution of a global
artificial intelligence by George Dyson carried as its title the same name as
Butler’s original essay: Darwin Among the Machines (1998).16 As Dyson assumed, humanity, nature, and technology coevolve. In his 2009 work The
Nature of Technology, Brian Arthur similarly suggests that nature and technology coevolve to the point of not just mirroring but even subsuming each
other—while indeed also citing Butler’s thesis.17 Given the developments in
multimodal convergence, life- and workstyle integration, social-media tools
(including answer sites, mobile personal assistants, and augmented-reality
applications), as well as broader trends toward human-machine osmosis, it
is not too far-fetched to suggest that the iPhone is alive. Its materiality draws
on the power of social and artificial intelligence. It learns from experience. It
reasons. It gets to know us. It follows commands. And, if we want the iPhone
to, it issues commands.
It is striking to find in many of these accounts of the history and adoption
of mobile media a certain seamlessness; a way of describing and analyzing the
technology strictly in terms of its success as defined by market penetration
and its gradual reworking from a presumably lifeless machine into a generally
reproductive yet potentially transformative social tool. Such a perspective reflects a barely implicit emphasis on how media become life—where “becoming” refers to media extending the communication and conversation capabilities of their users, embedding themselves physically with people through
forms of wearable computing, and finally becoming part and parcel of every
aspect of daily life and one’s sense of self.
Considering the ubiquity of mobile communication and increasing migratory behaviors of people and things worldwide, researchers (such as John
Urry) have made a rallying cry for a “mobility turn” in our thinking about
(media and) life today. In a less ambitious but similar vein, Rich Ling and
Jonathan Donner advocate the adoption of what they call a “mobile logic” as
determined by mobile and increasingly ubiquitous devices around the world.
The implications of such a logic governing people in their daily life, they
suggest, are that individuals compartmentalize and apportion “their activities to a greater extent than previously possible,” which also means that we
interlace “multiple tasks with multiple actors and multiple venues, competing and jostling for time and attention.” All of this seemingly frantic activity
is premised, according to Ling and Donner, on permanent reachability or
the expectation thereof. At the heart of such mobility-inspired considerations
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of the contemporary human condition are concerns about the structure and
consequences of constant communication, and the public/private-boundaryerasing activities associated with the portability of mobile media. Mobile
devices and wireless access enable constant communication, making people
instantly accessible and therefore burdened with the expectation of availability. There is no alternative to the “always-on” paradigm of media life, or so
it seems.18
Urry goes as far to consider mobile devices “lifelines” as the loss of a cell
phone could throw a person into “a no-man’s land of nonconnectivity.”19
Considering the widespread popularity of “Lost My Cell Phone—Give Me
Your Number” groups on social networking sites like Facebook, he certainly
has a point. Given the charismatic nature of media in our lives, it is perhaps
safe to say that the passing of a mobile device does not just inspire the need
to reclaim one’s electronic address book but extends feelings of loss to the
safety of one’s home and community, and therefore in a very real way affects
people’s sense of belonging. For all their technological groundlessness and
rootlessness, mobile media provide us with a space where we in effect feel
connected, planted firmly in a community of peers—a sense of communal
living based on our own terms and biographized experiences. Mobility in
general and mobile media in particular do not necessarily uproot but, more
exactly, continuously repot the plants of communal life.

Conclusion
An archaeology of mobile media suggests that these technologies, their uses,
and how they fit into the daily lives of people around the world amplify media
life’s complexity in two directions. On the one hand, today’s tiny yet quietly
powerful mobile media can be seen as “intrinsically solipsistic” technologies,
enabling the ongoing retreat of people into quasi-autonomous “personal information spaces.”21 On the other hand, this individualized mobile immersion instantly and haptically connects people with people anywhere else, thus
turning their own societal bubbles of space into a fully mediated space of
global coexistence. This space—or mediaspehere, to use Peter Sloterdijk’s
term—forms an invisible electronic shell around us whereby our entire experience of others becomes mediated. Yet life in a mediasphere can also leave
people blind to coexistence.
Considering the evolution of portable communication technologies it is
perhaps better to replace the “soundscapes” of cell phones with the “media-
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scapes” of mobile media more broadly conceived. Arjun Appadurai introduces the concept of mediascapes by way of suggesting how media are central
to constituting shared imagined worlds by people and groups spread around
the globe. Appadurai’s analysis brings home the connection among media,
daily life, and issues that world society faces on a daily basis by stressing how
an ongoing deterritorialization of people through global labor and family migration contributes to the production and maintenance of symbolic ties with
“imagined” homelands through media.22 Such diasporic communities get
sustained through local networks as well as transnational media connections;
meeting fellow expatriates at the downtown community center while calling
family members back in the homeland on the way over. The mobile phone
in particular is a powerful instrument for maintaining close ties within and
across otherwise geographically dispersed communities, considering their
widespread popularity and the abundance of relatively cheap international
calling rates. At the same time, all this mediated global connectivity does not
exclude or necessarily limit local interactions. In fact, media above all seem to
contribute to a process of ongoing “glocalization” of communities.
To some extent this explains the growth and success of diasporic media in
general and “new” or mobile media in particular, while this conclusion at the
same time amplifies concerns about speed, scale, and volume in the transnational circulation of images and ideas. A glocalized world society is provincial
in the sense of Sloterdijk’s assumptions about people turning increasingly to
the inner world of a modern individuality, supported by a complex media
environment, while it is also markedly part of Appadurai’s observations of an
accelerating global flow of “people, machinery, money, images, and ideas.”23
The same information and communication technologies support and supercharge these seemingly different trajectories. What remains at the heart of our
mobile media life—unless we wage war on it—is the gradual disappearance of
media from our awareness. With media, we become invisible, perhaps both
to others as to ourselves.
As the iPhone and mobile media in general pervade people’s lives, such devices are rapidly being transformed from cutting-edge gadgets into a seamless
integrated and multifunctional necessity of everyday life. Perhaps the most
telling facet of devices contributing to this transformation is the ever-increasing ease of interaction between the technology of the device and the user.
The general trend of mobile technology has been towards a haptic interface,
and one cannot contest the ease with which touch-screen technology can be
manipulated. In the case of the iPhone, one can navigate a dizzying maze of
icons giving way to even more icons; one page sliding away to reveal yet an-
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other page—in short, a myriad of applications all accessible with simple taps
and flicks of the finger.
An irony of the trend toward hapticity is these devices’ loss of their tactile qualities. From the inception of the cellular phone, mobile technology
has functioned via the presence of plastic or rubber keys used to navigate
the device, the physical depression of the buttons and the ever-present clacking of the keys providing assurance to the user that her command is being
processed. This tactile interface is rapidly becoming obsolete as it makes the
user acutely aware of the device’s presence by drawing attention to its form.
Considering our earlier observations, the popularity of and corresponding
shift toward ubiquitous computing, natural user interfaces, and an overall increasingly immersive engagement with our media can possibly be explained
by the realization of how media both operate as a McLuhanian extension of
our bodies and must be seen as altogether fused with bodies. By drawing
less attention to itself, the transition from physical keypads via touch screens
to kinectic interfaces allows users to become immersed in their devices (and
what they do with them). Assuming for a moment how hapticity and kinectivity will benchmark lived experience in media, this trend necessitates the
assumption that for people in everyday contexts, the channel of communication evaporates.
The current and potential influence mobile media possess in how we socially and culturally navigate our environment point toward their existence
as what Jean Baudrillard famously called a “simulacrum to hyperreality.” As
discussed earlier in this chapter, there is a veritable laundry list of artifacts,
activities, and arrangements that become fused in mobile media life. As reality shrinks into the palm of our hand, augmented by applications such as
Layar and Goggles, mobile media amplify our bodies into a state of complete mediation. We become media, and media become us. This insight was
originally voiced quite literally by the French physician Julien Offray de La
Mettrie in his essay “L’homme machine” (translated as “Man a Machine” or
“Machine Man”), written in 1748, where he argued against Descartes’s distinction between matter and soul, instead suggesting that our bodies are like
machines in that they influence the way we think and express ourselves. In
his essay, La Mettrie suggests that our expressions in (and use of) media not
only set us apart from primates but also introduce an element of plasticity
into our lives—making ourselves and our experience of reality malleable.
Before Butler’s prescient take on media’s (r)evolution, short stories such as
E. T. A. Hoffman’s “Der Sandmann” (published in 1816) and Edgar Allen
Poe’s “The Man That Was Used Up” (first published in 1839) explored the
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potential consequences of real-time man-machine fusion. Poe describes in his
work an encounter with a “singularly commanding” and “remarkable man—
a very remarkable man”: Brevet Brigadier-General John A. B. C. Smith. After thoroughly investigating the source of Smith’s unrivaled perfection and
enthusiasm for “the rapid march of mechanical invention,” he eventually is
confronted in terror with Smith as nothing but “a large and exceedingly
odd-looking bundle of something,” with arms, legs, shoulders, bosom, eyes,
tongue and palate mechanically attached. Inspired by such work—and in particular with the uncanniness exemplified by the confrontation with a real that
seems not to be—Sigmund Freud navigates similar territory in his essay “Das
Unbehagen in der Kultur” (translated as “Civilization and Its Discontents”
and published in 1930). In this piece (and with direct reference to Hoffman’s
tale about a man falling in love with what turns out to be a mechanical doll),
Freud considers man a “prosthetic” God, inventing and deploying all kinds
of tools and appliances that overcome the imperfections of man’s own body
and mind. In doing so, human beings surround themselves with technologies
that put them at farther removes from direct, unmediated experience. The
lived experience of being both what Freud calls “a feeble animal organism” as
well as some kind of “prosthetic God” can therefore be seen as filled with ambivalence and uncertainty—necessary byproducts of life’s newfound plasticity
(or what Zygmunt Bauman would describe as our liquid modern lifestyle of
being “permanently impermanent”).
This exploration of the iPhone in the context of a perspective of life as
lived in rather than with media, thus, allows us to wage war on our machines,
even though our machines are us. It is a way to look at media differently
while at the same recognizing that they become (like) us more and more and
through our immersion in them we become like (our) media. We are concurrently confronted with real or perceived expectations of being connected at
all times (and costs), constantly changing (and upgrading), instantly reachable yet always on the move, qualities we tend to anticipate in our media.
Seen as such, the iPhone can be considered to be the embodiment of our life
as we experience it now.
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The End of Solitude
DA LTO N C O N LEY

W

eighteen, I did what many middle-class American college
students have done as a rite of passage ever since air travel became accessible to a broad cross-section of the public: I backpacked through
Europe on a rail pass. Much cheap wine was consumed. Many hard-earned
savings were spent at discotheques. My buddies and I spent most of the time
together, but on occasion we split up to travel through different cities with
plans to rendezvous back together in northern Italy—at a particular American Express office where we would leave messages.
During my time alone, I slept on the beach in Spain, in a public park
in Genova, and on the marble floor of the fascist-built Milan train station.
I read Dostoevsky. Most of the time I was on my own, I was miserable. I
self-consciously hurried through meals. I sat in public parks and wrote in
my journal. And I only occasionally made new acquaintances at the hostels.
Meanwhile, I spoke to my parents perhaps once a week—at most—from the
cabin of a public phone bank. I hurriedly told them I was alive and made sure
everyone back home was, too. The whole conversation took less than five
minutes and that was pretty much it when it came to communication. After
all, there were better things to spend my money on.
The first day I arrived—in Paris—I stood in a patisserie, my stomach grumbling, as person after person ordered their baked goods, while I practiced my
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request in my head—“Je voudrais un baguette s’il vous plait . . . Je voudrais
un baguette s’il vous plait . . .”—over and over, until finally, I swallowed and
spoke the words aloud—but not loud enough, evidently, since I was ignored
in favor of other patrons. It took twice as long for me to try again—since it
took twice the courage to speak up even louder. Again I was ignored. I finally
gave up and slunk out of the shop. To my back, I heard the baker shout: “Je
voudrais une baguette! Une! C’est feminine, la baguette!”
It was the most powerful French lesson I would ever endure—complete
with the Pavlovian reward of the delicious, still warm loaf of bread. How was
I to know the sex of a baguette? I had no iPhone translation app to tell me
that “baguette” was feminine. There was no Google to google. And I was
alone.
My story is by no means unique. The American version of the aboriginal
“walkabout” has long been a rite of passage in our culture of rugged individualism. It may be summer in Europe. Or it could be a hike on the Appalachian Trail or a bike trip down the coast. It doesn’t matter how far you
go, just as long as you disconnect, cut the umbilical cord, get lost, and have
stories to tell your kids someday (edited for public consumption, of course,
and perhaps exaggerated just a tad). Whether physically alone on the side of a
mountain or psychically alone in a the public square of a new city, time away
from our social networks is necessary to figure out who we are, review and
process the social interactions we have experienced, create and innovate, and
even become fully individual.
But, as of late, this tradition of finding ourselves in the social wilderness
is being eroded by omnipresent connectivity—a.k.a the mobile telecommunications device. Without time to be disconnected, the great American tradition of individualism will wither. Without solitude, we will be, ironically,
less connected to our intimate relations and families. Without loneliness, our
society will innovate and create less. While collaboration is often important
to creativity, so is solo incubation and processing time. After all, necessity
may be the mother of invention, but boredom is its father.
This tradition of “finding ourselves” in the vast American landscape by
losing our social network ties for a while extends all the way back to Thoreau and Walden Pond. In fact, the pastoral tradition—the romanticization
of the lone shepherd; the revitalizing influence of losing ourselves in a natural
landscape—goes all the way back to Virgil, the great Roman poet, though it
should be said that America as a new, uncivilized continent played a special
role in this myth’s story line. The cultural critic Leo Marx tells us that America was, on the one hand, a Garden of Eden where the fruits of the Earth
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abounded and life was idyllic. But, he argues, in his 1960 classic The Machine
in the Garden, it was simultaneously the forbidding jungle full of dangerous
savages, where the comforts of civilization were lacking.
Thomas Jefferson, it seems, was so taken by the imagery of the yeoman
farmer, functioning independently, needing nothing but his own plot of
land, that his entire vision of a functioning democracy rested on the notion
of the individual (white, male) farmer tending his garden alone, coming to
the public square only occasionally (and reluctantly) to do the nation’s business—again, harking back to Roman imagery, in this case Cincinnatus and
his plow. Forty acres and a mule (and a plow) were all a man needed for
self-reliance—that is, subsistence farming. This formula became the basis of
radical Republican cries for “forty acres and a mule” as reparations to make
the former slaves truly free and whole during the early postwar years of Reconstruction. Individual self-sufficiency was still seen as key to liberty. Alas,
it was not to come to pass; the dependency relations of sharecropping would
become the dominant form of economic life for most black Americans of the
late nineteenth century. Common to Virgil’s lone shepherd, the American
farmer, the Western cowboy, and even the college backpacker was the notion
that he was one place—in the pastoral landscape—and civilization was somewhere else. Then in 1829, Leo Marx tells us, everything changed.
The locomotive, which had first been deployed in 1829 in the United
States, did more than link cities across the North American expanse. The
railroad brought the city into the pastoral—the machine into the garden, so
to speak. By 1844, Nathaniel Hawthorne finds his solitude in Sleepy Hollow—not far from Walden Pond—rudely disrupted by a train whistle, which,
in turn, conjures images of sweaty urban businessmen; coal shovelers; and
various other unpleasant associations of civilization. He cannot escape; his
solitude has been shattered.
The consequences of railroads—from the need for standardized time keeping to the stitching together of regions into a national identity—have been
well documented elsewhere. Here, I introduce the railroad as only the first
step along an almost 200-year path to the iPhone and the almost complete
erasure of solitude and its associated virtues. Whereas the railroad merely
reminded Hawthorne of “that other place” teeming with people (and, of
course, allowed some of those people to escape the Dickensian cities of industrializing America), the telegraph and telephone socially connected the
garden and the city in real time.
At least those technologies required a physical wire. The metaphoric importance of the telephone wire lay in the explicitness of the connection—like
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two cans and a piece of string—between the social cacophony of the city and
the solitude of the countryside. By liberating us from the wire, mobile phone
and WiFi technology has, in a sense, collapsed space in a qualitatively distinct
way. We can, of course, be anywhere; the distance from our interlocutor is
no longer of much importance—the way it was when in the 1980s I called my
grandparents from California on a scratchy, transcontinental line. Now what
matters is how far the conversers are from their cell phone towers. Yes, there
are still dead spots in North America, but not for much longer. More importantly, the expectation that we carry our phone numbers on our person at
almost all times—and especially when we travel to some remote place where
we fear getting a flat tire—means that we can never truly be alone. Bye, bye
solitude. Bye, bye individualism.
Solitude and individualism do not just go together for political and economic reasons, however. Solitude, ironically, is what is necessary not just for
individualism but also for intimacy. Allow me to elaborate. The early-twentieth-century social psychologist George Herbert Mead argued that the self
emerged from a splitting of the “me” (the object) from the “I” (the subject).
This ability to perceive oneself from the point of view of others emerged
in stages. First, we learn to take the role of one other person in one social
situation through play. Think peek-a-boo: at first, a baby thinks that if she
covers her eyes, you can’t see her. She is only able to mimic. But soon she
learns through one-on-one games to take the role of another player vis-à-vis
herself. Playing house, playing go fish, playing any simple game forces the
child to think about how—in that specific, structured situation—she is perceived by the other player. Then she moves up to an ability to take the role
of multiple others but still within a highly constrained social situation. Team
sports are a good example. If you’ve ever seen a pack of four year olds play
soccer, it’s abundantly clear that they have not mastered the notion that there
are multiple players all reacting differently given their particular roles (i.e.,
positions). Eventually the kids get it and can play a given position and anticipate multiple players’ reactions given their knowledge of roles and scripts for
particular positions in specific situations.
Complete, true selfdom—the split between the “I” and the “me”—is only
reached when we are able to see ourselves as the “generalized other” perceives
us. The generalized other, according to Mead, is the abstracted reactions of
many others in many situations. Situations, even, that we may never have
encountered. (If you’ve seen the film Borat, you can see how well the generalized other functions: Even when a pair of naked pseudo-journalists enter the
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elevator with folks, most know to still stare at the numbers.) So it appears to
be all a social process—from imitation to play to games to our encounters
with Borat. However, in order to see ourselves as the generalized other sees
us, we need to spend time alone, disconnected, to incubate the reactions we
have gotten, review the videotape, so to speak, and to integrate across all the
social interactions in the same way we need sleep to filter and process the
day’s learning.
We also need a backstage, to borrow the term Erving Goffman used in his
1963 classic, The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life. The backstage is exactly
what it sounds like: the safe, private space where we explicitly don’t have to
worry about the generalized other watching us, where we can let our hair
down, practice our new social routines, and where we can strike back against
the indignations of life in the public square—where, in other words, I could
curse the damn French baker for humiliating me. The backstage, is where our
“true” self resides, as distinct from the front stage self that we present at the
office, in a restaurant, at the doctor’s office, or just walking down the street.
And herein lies the connection between solitude and intimacy: Until we
have (and can protect) that private self, we cannot be intimate with anyone.
For intimacy, to extend Goffman’s dramaturgical metaphor, is like giving
backstage passes to a select few. It rests on the private self remaining distinct
from the public self so that you have something to offer in exchange for peeks
behind the curtains of your BFFs. But besides leaving us precious little time
to develop that authentic self—to develop a relationship between the “I” and
the “me”—the cell phone in the garden erodes that private space through the
way it transforms our very social interaction itself.
Recently I found among my Facebook feed the announcement that a professional colleague I had never met in person (but whose work I admire and
who friended me) was getting divorced. It was all going to be OK, he told
me and 368 other “friends,” since a shared-custody arrangement had been
arrived at and his ex and he were going to remain friends. My generalized
other kicked into action, and I felt squeamish for having read this painful,
personal information that I really shouldn’t know. But more and more of our
interactions take place in broadcast mode—i.e., front stage. By definition, if
you are tweeting something to all your followers or your Facebook buddies,
then you are on front stage. Or are you? The whole metaphor breaks down
online as privacy is turned inside out, and perhaps the best policy is to hide in
plain sight. And yes, as our parents join Facebook, perhaps we will migrate to
another site or create other aliases on Twitter for our real BFFs. But without

C5870.indb 315

1/30/12 1:25 PM

316

Coda

that clear curtain to retreat to, that physical door to close to make sure none
else is listening, it gets pretty hard to have a private cohesive self and, by extension, intimacy.
If the locomotive as “machine in the garden” was the nineteenth-century
metaphor for the tension between the pastoral and the industrial, then the
iPhone becomes the relevant image for the lone cowboy and his ambivalent
relationship to the new, social economy of Facebook, LinkedIn, Twitter, and
a thousand apps yet to be born in the minds of Silicon Valley venture capitalists. For the train was not just a link to the factory; it was a linchpin to the
steel and coal economy, linking once-distant markets as its smoke poured out
across the virginal skyscape of North America. Likewise, the iPhone is not
just a link to the social economy; it is its principle instrument of trade.
But what makes the smartphone all the more pernicious is its fetishsizing
of the social. While fetishizing has taken on myriad connotations as of late
(mostly sexual), the original meaning as offered by Karl Marx (no relation
to Leo) is worth recalling. Fetishizing occurs when an object is imbued with
such power as to exert a social force over the individual. Marx claimed that
this happened when social relations were monetized and the products we
created—through the division of labor—were more complicated than one
lone craftsman could comprehend. In this way—through factory work on the
assembly line—the person was no longer dominant over the tool or product
he created. Rather, the product is larger than any lone individual can conceive
and produce himself and instead comes to dominate him.
The same process can be said to be happening with respect to social life.
Slowly, slowly, face-to-face interaction, unmediated by technology, is being
eclipsed by mediated communication. From smoke signals to papyrus to
moveable type to the telegraph to instant messaging, the means of production of communication have become more elaborate and obscured from the
user to the point that the medium—the iPhone—has truly become the message, to appropriate Marshall McLuhan’s famous quote. Or if not having
“become” the message, it has at least come to dominate the message.
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